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Legend holds that on the desert plains of Karbala in 680 A.D., Imam Hossein saw the insistence of the enemy, tens of thousands strong, to kill him and his small band of Believers. He spoke these defiant words, baring his chest before the blades, and immortalizing himself as the Lord of the Martyrs: 

“If the religion of Mohammad will only endure with my death, then Oh, let the swords encircle me!”

 

Let the Swords Encircle Me



Introduction

“Because for us, the war is not over . . .”

FROM HIS FIRST BREATH, the bearded Believer invokes divine power, for among the most devout every communication begins: “In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate . . .”

This Iranian holy warrior chooses his words deliberately, speaking to me in 1998 in a cramped office in the mosque at Tehran University, where the threadbare furnishings and plain walls mark a monastic preoccupation with issues of the spirit.

His eyes are fearless. And with the certainty of an evangelist on a mission of conversion, Dr. Alireza Zakani is about to take me back with him to the marshy, trench-laced battlefields of the Iran-Iraq War of the 1980s. He was wounded ten times and survived fifteen major offensives that remain among the bloodiest engagements in modern warfare.

Zakani was just fifteen when he volunteered for the carnage, breaking the age rules to join what he believed to be a “sacred” war. The fight had sparked a spiritual reckoning for Iran, deepened zeal for Iran’s 1979 Islamic Revolution, and forged a militant ideology that today forms the bedrock of the Islamic Republic. In their eagerness to get to the war—to prove their faith, their purity of heart—young men would alter the birth date on their identity cards so they could “legally” sign up for combat.

Zakani was as religious as he was eager. His forehead is marked with the indelible dark smudge of a life spent in daily prayer, by the clay disk that Shiite Muslims bend down and press with their heads five times a day, to physically connect with the earth from whence they came.

“We didn’t enter the battlefield to become martyrs, only to defend Islam and the Revolution,” intones Zakani, his paralyzed right hand resting limply by his side.1 “But we knew that if we died, we were going to be martyrs, and that was important to us. So we would have victory either way. If we died, we still won—martyrdom is the highest aim.”

Still today, that collective war experience is alive, and affects every aspect of Iran’s politics and worldview. Iranians call it the “Imposed War,” launched in 1980 when Iraqi forces invaded Iran. The turbulent Islamic Revolution ushered in by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini was still young and vulnerable. Then it was beset by a horrific war of attrition and Iraqi chemical weapon attacks that left one million dead and wounded on both sides.

The Revolution survived, but even Saddam Hussein felt obliged to mark the scale of the slaughter. Halfway through the war, in Baghdad, he built the towering crossed-swords monument, its hands larger-than-life metal replicas of those of the Iraqi dictator. When I first saw it in the late 1990s, what struck me most was not the magnificence of the swords, but the nets filled with five thousand Iranian helmets from the battlefield.2

The Iranian beliefs forged in that crucible—where the Iraqi enemy drew overt and covert support from the West—are one cause of the still-bitter estrangement between the United States and Iran. The war became a vehicle to enhance hatred for both sides. In Iran throughout those eight years of conflict, anti-American vitriol became more and more a pillar of Iranian policy. And in America, anti-Revolution disdain led the United States to provide Saddam with satellite intelligence, to make Iraq’s chemical weapon attacks even more lethal.

Inside Iran, the trauma of the conflict meant that ever afterward, True Believers like Zakani would seek to impose their grip on the rest of Iran’s diverse society. After such wartime sacrifices, these ideologues saw themselves as Iran’s self-appointed moral authority, tasked with “defending” the Revolution against all threats, especially those from the West. They wanted to convert their wartime scar tissue into a divine right to rule.

When I first met Dr. Zakani in 1998, that small office was far from the front lines, both in years and miles. At the heart of Tehran University, the mosque is on the edge of a vast asphalted space with a high roof, where carpets are laid down every Friday and prayers attract thousands. Among the revolutionary banners, this saying from Ayatollah Khomeini has long endured: “We will resist America until our last breath.” Prayer leaders hold the barrel of an AK-47 assault rifle in one hand while they lead the nation in ritual anti-Western chants.

The rest of the week it is quieter. And so it was when I found Zakani at the mosque office, transported from the present to a past that was very close to his soul. He was back in the reeds, tasting the ingrained dirt of the trenches, breathing the pungent smell of exploding shells, and hearing the air-slicing whistle of blast-hot shrapnel. More than anything, he was reaffirming his conviction that it was God’s war, a battle to proselytize, to convert pagan Iraqis to God’s way, to prove His transcendent supremacy. Zakani was doing divine work fighting along the southern front, and found inspiration and evidence of it everywhere.

But nearly a decade after the conflict, Zakani’s type was no longer the majority. This was because the same war that bonded Iranians with a new national unity—doing so much to solidify the Islamic Revolution—also sowed seeds of deeper division in Iranian society. The spiritual sense with which tens of thousands marched to the front line was not shared by all.

So the war experience magnified the social rift in Iran between those who fought and bled, and those others—most often wealthy residents of north Tehran who had the means to flee the country—who rejected all notions of a “sacred war” and skipped out on its dangers. Even among war veterans, many were growing disillusioned by the repressive authoritarianism and incompetence of the clerical regime, traits which they thought were undermining the very freedoms they had fought for.

It was all these Iranians, the moderates who sometimes leaned toward the West, and war veterans and other revolutionaries adrift in their fear of permanent social and political stagnation, who had in 1997 voted President Mohammad Khatami to the highest elected position in the country, by a landslide. Those voters wanted to keep their Revolution, but they also wanted to reform it.

The back-and-forth between these hard-line and reformist factions—sometimes taking place brutally on the streets, beyond the ballot box—has defined politics in Iran since the Revolution. The winner determines whether Iran should be more a militarized Islamic theocratic state, issuing orders from on high to a spiritualized and compliant populace—which doesn’t really exist so neatly in Iran—or whether Iran’s self-declared status as a “republic,” dependent for legitimacy on the democratic will of the people, should prevail.

That very contest was at the root of the disputed election of June 2009, when the controversial archconservative President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad was declared the unexpected landslide victor. What is not in dispute is that more than 80 percent of Iranians turned out to vote—the highest level ever in a presidential race—because many thought their vote could dislodge the hard-line incumbent. Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Seyyed Ali Khamenei immediately praised the result as a “divine assessment.” But many Iranians called it a coup d’état against democracy. Weeks of violence and bloodshed ensued, searing the legacy of Iran’s Revolution with unprecedented division.

Now the regime was creating new martyrs—for democracy. Officially, just thirty-six Iranians died in that first burst, though some reports said there were more than two hundred in Tehran alone. Among the dead was Neda Agha Soltan, a twenty-six-year-old activist shot at close range by a basiji militiaman passing on a motorcycle. Cell phone footage of her death, of the blood flooding obscenely out of her mouth and nose and across her face, turned Neda’s demise into the iconic image of Iran’s tumult.

The mask had slipped.

Thirty years after the Revolution, its innate savagery was exposed again and now raw. Many Iranians were enraged. Many were afraid. Some were murderous. Some burned posters of the Supreme Leader. The streets echoed with the chants of “Death to the Dictator” and “Death to Khamenei.” The Islamic Republic—at least down the militarized path where Khamenei had chosen to steer it—had created its own crisis of legitimacy. In the minds of countless Iranians, the regime itself was subverting the Revolution’s original founding principle of freedom.

“The Revolution is your legacy,” opposition leader Mir Hossein Mousavi declared to rally his supporters.3 “To protest against lies and fraud is your right. Be hopeful that you will get your right and do not allow others who want to provoke your anger . . . to prevail.”

At the peak of the violence in June 2009, Khamenei called the protesters “enemies” who sought to depict Iran’s “definitive victory as a doubtful victory.”4 Those enemies would be crushed. There was no fraud. How could there be compromise over “God’s blessing”?

The Revolution was no longer about the will of the people, the gold standard that had often been held up by Ayatollah Khomeini as a crucial basis of legitimacy. Instead, in one decisive power play in 2009, the contest was hijacked by the most extreme factions in politics. Iranians had witnessed the culmination of a years-long effort to revitalize hard-line conservative rule and make it permanent. With critical roles played by Iran’s elite Revolutionary Guard and Basij militia, religious ideology was morphing into militarism.

“Do not be worried about the events and earthquakes that have occurred. Know that God created this world as a test,” the ultraconservative Ayatollah Mohammad Taghi Mesbah-Yazdi told the Revolutionary Guard.5 “The Supreme Leader holds a great many of the blessings God has given us, and at a time of such uncertainties our eyes must turn to him.”

•   •   •

IN SO MANY WAYS, Iran’s revolutionary generation has failed to come to terms with itself. For three decades, powerful forces have stood in tension with each other, the religious hard-liners against the secular moderates; those who demand isolation against those who yearn for contact with the West. The result has been a destructive imbalance in Iran’s “sacred” political system—one that I have seen played out during the latter half of Iran’s Revolution.

What for some Iranians is a dated, irrelevant governing philosophy holding the country back in political, economic, and cultural seclusion is for True Believers still the only one that counts. And the example of that frontline doctor I met in 1998 helps to understand why. Back then, Dr. Zakani’s political and religious certitude could be measured in the lines etched across his face, and the heart he put into the ideals of the Revolution.

“I knew it even then, that this Revolution brought us self-respect, self-understanding. It gave us the gift of freedom,” the fighter turned doctor told me. He specialized in pediatrics after the war, before eventually turning to hard-line politics.

Of the three points of the rhyming (in Farsi) revolutionary slogan “Independence, Freedom, Islamic Republic,” it was independence from Iran’s painful past, the history of constant manipulations by outside powers, that resonated with Zakani. For him, Iraq’s 1980 invasion was simply the latest attempt by Western enemies—after imposing sanctions and fomenting internal unrest—to topple the regime. “We went to break the chain of these plots, to defend our holy Revolution,” Zakani told me. He predicted that another war would be “imposed upon us” by the West. The conspiracy was a reality for Zakani and his comrades.

A decade later, Iran really would be surrounded by the forces of its archenemy, with tens of thousands of U.S. troops east and west, in neighboring Afghanistan and Iraq, and to the south the U.S. Navy’s Fifth Fleet, based in Bahrain. The regional tug-of-war was under way, Zakani told me: “I believe, and the revolutionary people believe, that the U.S. will not leave us alone. So they will try to impose problems. The Americans are watching us.”

To this day Iran paints the current standoff with the United States and the West the same way it did the war with Iraq in the 1980s: with broad strategic and religious brushstrokes. Zakani’s decision to volunteer for the war—like that of so many of his fellow fighters—was in response to the personal charisma of Ayatollah Khomeini, the man they called God’s Deputy on Earth.

“Giving us this feeling to fight was one of the miracle arts of Imam Khomeini—he inspired people to religion,” Zakani told me. Khomeini’s “biggest gift” to Iranian believers was the sense of invincible justice, that the Iraq war was a “jihad to save Islam.” Hardships were severe: steaming temperatures in the south, or freezing snows in the mountains of the northwestern front. The ever-present chance of death. And yet there was a worse fate: only severe wounding, perhaps from chemical weapons, and so no glory of martyrdom.

“A lot of dust built up on Islam over the centuries. The Imam shook off the dust and showed the realities of this religion to find the real Islam,” Zakani told me, growing animated at the significance of the event. The Revolution aimed to create an Islamic government, he said, but also “had a much further extended message for outside Iran—a message of spirituality for the outside world.” These views were so dangerous to the West, believes Zakani, that it “was good reason for international oppressors to attack us.”

Zakani’s moment of epiphany came one night along the front, when Iranian frogmen directed his small boat with flashlights to an Iraqi position on an island. Hours of hand-to-hand combat ensued, and the Iranians prevailed. When it was over, after a meal and prayers of thanks, a rustle of reeds revealed more than twenty Iraqi soldiers in the water, waving white shirts of surrender. Instead of slaughtering them, Dr. Zakani and his unit tended to the three badly wounded Iraqis and shared some of their own “good bread,” made from wheat and milk.

One of the treated Iraqi soldiers became very emotional and started to weep, Zakani recalled. “Now I know what is Islam,” he said, and he then went back to the marsh to retrieve more and more surrendering Iraqis. For Zakani, it was evidence of how weak the enemy was, how devoid of spiritual motivation. It meant victory was Iran’s. A victory that belonged to God.

“They were crying: ‘Now I know where is Islam, and which side is atheism,’” Zakani told me. “That’s what our real Islam is; see how we even treat our enemies? Yet in your country, the U.S., they introduce us as those who just want to fight. They show a different face.”

FROM MY EARLIEST INTERVIEWS in Iran, the significance of such heartfelt ideology began to dawn on me. Over the course of more than thirty reporting visits to Iran since 1996—a depth of recent experience greater than any other American foreign correspondent—I have been able to probe a society that is largely, and often deliberately, hidden from Western eyes. Iran is a nation where the cultural and religious forces of light and darkness are seen to wage war; where every word, image, and sensibility is often, for an American, deliciously unexpected and counterintuitive.

Iran is also the most enigmatic, fascinating, and challenging nation, as drippingly sensuous as it can be violent; with a life-loving people imbued with a 2,500-year history of Persian pride, art, poetry, and passion.

Iran is a bastion of Islamic radicalism and resistance that has inspired militants for a generation and revels in the most sacred and mournful Shiite Muslim rites. It glories in the aspirations of martyrdom and the protest of flag burnings. Iran is also a charter member of President George W. Bush’s Axis of Evil.

So getting Iran “right”—for their people, and for ours—should be the highest priority. This book aims to challenge the reader’s perception of Iran by providing a revealing and realistic understanding of the Islamic Republic and the voices of its people that will be crucial when choices are made between peace and war.

For beyond a cabal of cantankerous hard-liners and an expanding nuclear program, Iran is a place awash with color and life that many Westerners would recognize. Don’t confuse Iran with the monochromatic existences that marked the Taliban’s Afghanistan or Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, to the east and west of the Persian massif, or indeed either of those societies after the arrival of American troops—all of which I reported upon extensively.

Iran’s social landscape could not be more different and more vibrant. It includes nose-job clinics and underground heavy metal bands, and malls jammed with irreverent and “Westoxicated” youth who go to parties sodden with alcohol, drugs, and pursuits of the flesh. It has a vocal population determined to create parallel realities of freedom, to temporarily remove their lives from clerical rule. It is also a nation full of ordinary people, getting by at work and at school, and with their families, who often shudder at the extremes they see around them and wish to remain untouched by any of it.

My journey for so many years has aimed to understand Iran, to discover and describe its human face, to hunt for common ground where it is to be found. I have sought to ease the persistent and dangerous prejudices that grew out of the takeover of the U.S. Embassy in Tehran in 1979. Popular anger in the United States found crass expression in bumper stickers that read I DON’T BRAKE FOR IRANIANS. When I was in high school, my running buddy gleefully wore a “Ban Iran” T-shirt. Crowds of militant Americans in Beverly Hills attacked Iranian students with baseball bats during the hostage crisis; elsewhere an Iranian student was subjected to what police called an “execution.”6

The persistent prejudice was understood even by elementary school pupils in Tehran. In early 2008, a girl wearing a black chador came up to me and said shyly, “Can I ask you a question?”7 She was part of a class trip to Khomeini’s former place of preaching in an old neighborhood of north Tehran. She asked: “Do Americans think Iranians are riding camels and shooting here, there, and everywhere?”

“The problem is, Americans don’t know us,” complained Mahmoud Abdollahi, who worked for the government’s press department.8 Before the Revolution he was at film school in New York and told entertaining stories about narrowly escaping a beating by a gang in the Bronx while searching for a mosque. Iranians “have beards, but they are not terrorists,” Abdollahi said. “They are human and have families and farms—just a different culture. I lived in your country, and I like your people so much.” Holding his thick black beard in both hands, he was more pleading than hopeful: “You journalists have a holy job, more holy than the priest. You should work as a mirror; it’s a heavy responsibility.”

I often describe Iran as a paradise for journalists, where the tree of knowledge is ripe with counterintuitive succulence and therefore always sweet and unexpected. So I delighted in my early visas, recognizing them as forbidden fruit but realizing only years later how rare they were, and what geostrategic insight they would provide.

I have witnessed a crowd of Iranians spontaneously prevent an American flag being burned by militants. I have observed hot tears of sorrow and devotion falling at Iran’s many war cemeteries. I have felt the powerful chants of thousands of men shake the ground as they pounded their chests in unison with religious fervor. I have played paintball in Tehran on five hundred tons of sand carried from the Caspian Sea; been to cinemas and vasectomy clinics; talked to female firefighters proud of rescuing women and children; found American NBA players scoring high in Iran’s basketball leagues; and mourned with my distraught Iranian colleagues when a 2005 plane crash killed sixty-eight fellow journalists in Tehran.

And I have marveled at the joyful reaction on the street when I carried a large flower arrangement—Iran is a country with a flower shop on nearly every corner, and a history of paying floral tribute to friends and presidents alike. Walking on drab and broken sidewalks, Tehranis would lock eyes on the flowers, and I saw their faces brighten like a blessing as they were swept away from the tough daily grind to a lush Garden of Eden.

But these Persians with such a well-honed affection for flowers come from the same country which repeatedly sent assassination squads to Europe to kill regime opponents in the 1990s. The same country that killed or helped kill hundreds of Americans in attacks from Beirut to Baghdad. The same country full of Believers willing to sacrifice themselves in human wave attacks against Iraq in the 1980s, with pictures of Khomeini sewn crudely onto their uniforms and divine dreams in their minds.

Perhaps most precious of all, I have seen how Iranians cope with their unique regime: by adhering to, loving, and embracing it in the name of God; or attacking, vilifying, and undermining it, sometimes just to spite God. And while many Iranians despise rule by men in turbans, I have learned that few would accept any outsiders toying with that rule on their behalf. They want to grasp freedom for themselves, and wage with their own hands the internal battle that will define what that freedom means.

For just as Americans are so often proud of their nation, Iranians are fiercely proud of their own patriotism, their heritage, and of what it means to be Iranian.

FOR THOSE WHOSE LIVES span both societies, the heady sense of exceptionalism drawn from both Iran and the United States can be as untamable as it is enlightening. Witness the bald irreverence of a good friend of mine—let’s call him Reza—and how he successfully shuttles between the iron-willed world of war veteran Zakani and the “corrupted” one of the West.

These two men represent the extremes. If Dr. Zakani sits at one end of Iran’s broad social spectrum, then Reza sits at the other. Between them live the majority of Iranians, occupying a most fertile ground of varied voices, aspirations, and daily struggles.

Short and sure, Reza was raised in the United States and grated against authority—a characteristic common to both Americans and Iranians alike. He told me he had a “machine life” in America, of early starts, school, and work. But returning to Iran as a teenager in the mid-1990s was tough, too. He was stopped fourteen times in the first two months, his long hair and cowboy boots drawing the attention of hard-line morality police. A girlfriend at his side often complicated the picture. “I was in shock,” Reza tells me. “They said: ‘What the hell is this look?’ Everybody used to be afraid at that time.”9

But not Reza. These days he has a receding hairline and a face that can shift in a wink from earnest, attentive sobriety to a very mischievous smile. “Everything is here but freedom, and that can be bought,” Reza informs me. He may be an extreme example—very unlike the average working Iranian—but he is also not alone as he pushes the envelope again and again. He had done his military service, for example, among the basiji militia, the outfit known for its uncompromising ideologues and rigorous religious training. “I was one of the hard-liners!” Reza says in disbelief.

But he was an impertinent soldier. Reza once humiliated an overbearing commander when ordered to make tea by secretly unzipping his trousers and dripping in three drops of his own urine. “I watched him drink my piss!” Reza exclaims triumphantly, and laughs at the practical joke. On a remote training base near the Caspian Sea, he selectively doled out gifts of marijuana, opium, pornography, and good Marlboro cigarettes, winning well-chosen friends who enabled him to break all the rules, so that he could fish when he wanted to and have campfires in the nearby forest. His homemade still produced alcohol that he carried in plastic Baggies.

For Reza, the God-sanctioned war of the 1980s for which Zakani was ready to die was nothing more than a meaningless illusion, a mythology used as a tool by fanatics to spread their fanaticism. But like many Iranians, Reza is also an operator, a master of deception who understands these competing trends in his own society and knows how to manipulate the system to get whatever he wants. His secret history includes teaching English at a university, where he parlayed his popular American accent into a job. But he was often buzzed from the booze he carried to class disguised in plastic water bottles, a clove of raw garlic ready in his pocket for a quick chew to mask the telltale scent of spirits. Persians, he told me, detest an overpowering odor of garlic on the breath.

Reza has appeared on Iranian television, also partly inebriated, in tearful scenes of devotion meant to encourage greater religiosity—acts he dismisses as “brainwashing.” He can’t stop chortling about the scene: “I had my little garlic and wore so much cologne, it was like a cloud!”

Reza is an absolute example of how Iranians often lead double lives and get away with it. I joined him one late night at a Tehran pool and sports complex, where he and some friends were sneak-drinking alcohol between sessions in the sauna. I enjoyed a swim, too, then the sauna, the heat made all the hotter by a boy whose job was to wave a towel vigorously as a fan, creating air flow and a furnace effect.

Afterward, when my glassy-eyed host finally got behind the wheel, he surveyed the glittering, empty avenues that stretched out below the north Tehran perch. He revved the engine like the practiced hot-rodder that he is, schooled in racing in Southern California during a very different youth. He turned to me with his hand on the stick shift, and boasted that he had once driven rally cars in the States. It was not an idle boast: Reza shot out of the parking lot, tires squealing, as my fear was swallowed by uncertainty—even marvel—at this flagrant display of fun in the uptight Islamic Republic.

We took flight, the car careening down the avenues, his friends racing alongside in their cars, windows down, music pumping on too-large and expensive speakers. It was a perfect re-creation of the rush of freedom I felt when growing up in America, pedal to the metal, with screaming music on a long stretch of deserted highway in Seattle. Reza gave voice to a fact rarely recognized by outsiders, which applies if you have money. Over the rushing wind, the roaring engine, and the pounding sound system, he slipped me a twisted grin and shouted, “In Iran, anything is possible!”

BUT NOTHING IS EASY, especially if you are an American journalist. To gauge the difficulties of reporting in Iran, and tapping into its complex political currents, consider my nine-year quest to cover a story that emerged in 1998, that day I interviewed Zakani, the frontline doctor. He had told me about the mysterious power that could still be found in the former battlefields along Iran’s border with Iraq. The martyrs there spoke wisdom from a soil drenched in blood. Zakani wanted to send me on a quest to join an ideological tour of the front called the Followers of the Light Path.

Twice each year, the basiji organized bus trips for students to hear those voices, to see for themselves their spiritual pedigree. Perhaps I would like to visit with them? No Western journalist had ever been on such a tour, which was clearly a mechanism of spreading inspiration for the regime. Normally, such events were off-limits to foreigners, or at least very hard to find.

From his position as the head of the Basij students at Tehran University—the Iranian equivalent of an ideological ivory tower—Zakani acknowledged that not every Iranian believed as he did. But instead of the hostility that emanated from many of his fellow hard-liners, he spoke in conciliatory tones about liberal Iranians. “It is natural that not everyone thinks the same way. We are convinced people are for the Revolution, but at the same time some are Westernized and have different views,” Zakani told me. He noted that 98.2 percent of Iranians voted in favor of forming an Islamic Republic in 1979, the only time such a referendum was conducted.

“We try to attract them to us. We don’t want to refuse them, except those who pull a gun on us,” Zakani said. “We as fundamentalists believe we should make the rest aware, we should give them guidance; talk to them.” This liberal crowd was only a “minority” and not a threat, he asserted. “But our response is to make sure it doesn’t expand . . . this mandate has been given to us by the war.”

I must have indicated a sufficient understanding of Zakani’s words, for he honored me with a gift of a basiji scarf, a chafiyeh, its soft white cloth crosshatched with thin black lines in a pattern distinctive from the Palestinian version. It still had flecks of dried blood. It was a genuine relic, the same kind favored by Iran’s young warriors as they strode into the fight—worn as a scarf, or used as a prayer rug, or turned into a tourniquet or makeshift bandage.

“We’re trying to transfer these feelings and beliefs to the next generations, because for us the war is not over,” Zakani told me. “The oppressors are always after us . . . so we must be wary.” In many ways, he was right. Iran’s “enemies” in the United States were “investing” in minority groups, he said, noting that $20 million had not long before been earmarked by the United States to undermine the regime.

And Zakani was finding success in passing on the message. He had letters of appreciation from students who had made the trip to the border, undergone a Saul-to-Paul conversion, and now embraced the sacred nature of the war. They described, in childish Persian penmanship, how the gritty, otherwise unremarkable battlefield had been transformed by their journey into a symbol for the most heroic legend of Shiite Muslim belief: the seventh-century martyrdom of Imam Hossein ibn Ali on the plains of Karbala, in modern-day Iraq. At the top of each questionnaire was printed this quotation, to put the students in the right mood: “Here is the center of the earth. Love was raised from here; here is also the ladder to the sky [heaven].”10

The new converts could not have been more eager. The first was a pharmacy student of modest religious commitment who now never missed her prayers.

“You may not believe that this letter is being written by a nineteen-year-old girl student,” she began. “Come and hear my heart! Listen to what I want to say. Understand me that I never believed in the war front, in the fighters. Now would you believe how I think today?”

She explained how she had found her “real self,” how she learned that “martyrs are witness and the martyrs would never leave us alone. They are always with us.” She acknowledged that the place itself looked like any other. “But I tell you, brother, that’s not true. You have to have a deep eye to see the difference . . . the ear to hear [the land] say what it has been witness to. If you don’t believe me, wait until judgment day!”

The second testimonial came from the son of a martyr, who did not understand his father’s sacrifice until he stood upon the spot. “I was here to find my father. Although I did not see him, I felt him and his comrades, and I truly believe that in all the moments of your life, the martyrs are watching your actions. And if you really don’t follow their sacred goals, they would not be happy with us.”

After receiving Dr. Zakani’s invitation, I wanted to go, too. I was eager to push the limits of what was possible for a foreign journalist to do in Iran, which would enable me to glimpse one of the fundamental seedbeds of the Islamic Republic. As a seeker of revelatory experience—how better to tell human stories?—I could see that such a journey would be rich with emotive power. But it was almost a decade and many frustrating but useful lessons later before I would get close to Iran’s former front lines, to feel for myself the revolutionary magic that still grips and inspires Iran’s True Believers and sustains the ideology of the regime.

My own saga to get there tells much about Iran today: How steadfast and ideological it can be. How self-defeating its bureaucracy so often is. And how remarkably similar on many levels Iranians and Americans truly are. That unexpected revelation helps explain the rancor of the U.S.-Iran divide all these years—what prideful fighter wants to be the first to give in? Further experience gave me one reason after another to take seriously warnings about the risks of any U.S. conflict with Iran, or of even believing that it is possible to “defeat” the Islamic system until it corrodes further and eventually defeats itself.

Before I got anywhere near the border, I needed permission from the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance, which handles all Western press requests. When in 1998 I first broached my interest in making the trip with students and other pilgrims on the Followers of the Light Path tour, or Rahian-e Nour, these officials were dismissive.

“The border? No, no chance of that,” I was told with a shake of the head. Forget it.

When I explained that the Basij chief at Tehran University had made the invitation, eyes widened. “Well, if they want you to go, that’s different!” But over the years the trip proved impossible to arrange. Or I had just missed one, and they only happen once a year, not twice. Or as the war drums from Washington began to quicken their martial cadence, and accusations flew that the United States was recruiting anti-regime minorities in the border areas, it all just became too sensitive.

The chances of making my journey seemed to dim in 2003 and 2004, as those militant Iranians most paranoid of the West—and most dangerously suspicious of journalists of all types, Iranian and foreign—clawed their way back into power. Finally, the firebrand Mahmoud Ahmadinejad became president in 2005, vowing to restore the roots of the Revolution. Among all the candidates—and there were a host of conservatives running—he alone explicitly disdained improving ties with the United States, saying Iran had “no particular need” of them. These were indeed the revolutionary roots he was seeking. The Islamic Republic, again, was taking on the world. And it was finding enemies everywhere.

Nevertheless, early in 2007 permission was finally granted for me to go to the border region, to the former battlefield where the dead martyrs lived on. Ironically, that green light came at one of the lowest points in U.S.-Iran relations, when the two nations—egged on by their respective noisy neoconservative leaders—were bracing for war.

The United States raised the stakes in January 2007 by detaining five Iranian “diplomats” in the northern Iraqi city of Arbil and accusing them of being Revolutionary Guard operatives working against American troops—though the real target was two of Iran’s most senior security officials.11

As Washington talked regime change, U.S. forces and agents just across the borders in Iraq and Pakistan had been encouraging Arab, Kurdish, and Baluchi minorities of Iran to mobilize against Tehran.12 Among them were the Pakistan-based Sunni Jundallah (Soldiers of God) guerrillas, which declared responsibility for, among other operations, bombing a busload of Revolutionary Guard soldiers, an attack that killed eleven in February 2007. Later that year, President Bush signed a presidential finding asking for $400 million to escalate military and CIA covert operations inside Iran to destabilize the regime.

U.S. Special Forces were reported to be already at work within Iran’s borders, clandestinely laying the groundwork for combat and planting radiation sniffer units that could detect any presence of highly enriched uranium, the key ingredient of a nuclear weapon. Armageddon seemed just around the corner. Iran was responding with shrill denunciations.

And the permission for my battlefield pilgrimage came at another low point, too, between me and Tehran. I had received only a single visa, for just a few days, despite more than a year of trying. When I finally did get back to Iran, I wanted to understand why I had been shut out for so long. I had my suspicions and found out how very closely Iranian officials study the American media. On some levels, I was caught up in a small-scale version of the same rhetorical battle poisoning U.S.-Iran relations.

After so many visits to Iran, the files kept in Tehran about me are certainly very fat, overstuffed with stories—and doubtless very many intelligence reports about my activities. While sometimes that can work to your favor, because officials (and security services) may feel they “know” me, it can also create new obstacles, when those same people ask, “Why do we know Mr. Peterson so well?”

In Iran, such questions are reason enough to delay a visa, or reject one. But there had been other issues with my newspaper, the Christian Science Monitor, and with me. Tehran grated at some decidedly anti-regime editorials, and elsewhere on the opinion pages an extraordinary piece that argued for a “timely defensive first strike” against Iranian nuclear and military targets.13 It urged “anticipatory self-defense” attacks against 2,500 aim points in Iran. The writer claimed that such strikes would be “entirely legal” and rooted in a 1625 “classic” treatise, in which Hugo Grotius “expresses the enduring principle: ‘It be lawful to kill him who is preparing to kill.’”

Iranian officials were apoplectic, and complained that the opinion piece supported the neoconservative “agenda of war among civilizations.”

I understood the Iranian outrage and knew that it would extend far beyond official circles, to Iranians themselves. Yet in Iran I was determined not to let expectations of any official affect my work. Early on in my visits, I had made a deliberate decision to let the facts and voices that I found speak for themselves. But any Western journalist who writes about Iran becomes a “player.” Whether you like it or not, Iranian papers and news agencies of all political flavors will quote your work—or misquote it—to suit their purposes.

So praise and searing criticism of my own writing has—and should—come from both sides. My words have sometimes been balm to reformists, who believed I delivered decisive blows to their hidebound hard-line opponents. Likewise, extreme right-wingers have enthused that they had never seen such understanding of their beliefs by a foreign journalist—much less by an American.

My hope had always been that, on balance, all sides would respect professional work, and Iranian officialdom would see in my overlarge files a commitment to being a student of Iran. Usually that openness worked, enabling me to prevail in many visa battles. But not always, and less and less, as Iran’s conservatives expanded their complaints beyond the op-ed page.

I felt sure that one problem was a story about my 2005 visit to the Jamkaran mosque.14 Superstitious Shiite Muslims believe that the elegant blue- and green-tiled mosque, with its perfect columnar minarets, south of Tehran near Iran’s religious center of Qom, had been ordered built by the Mahdi and provides a close link to him. This was the mysterious “hidden Imam” who had disappeared twelve centuries before. He was the Shiite Messiah, and legend held that he would one day return and bring perfect justice to the world.

Among those waiting fervently for his arrival was Ahmadinejad, who as mayor of Tehran was rumored to have ordered a reconfiguration of city streets to prepare for the Imam’s triumphant return. The story required two weeks of the most intense reporting I had ever done in Iran—tracking down source after source, clerical and lay, to understand the resonance of Jamkaran for the new president’s rule.

When I explored Ahmadinejad’s spiritual mind-set, analysts spoke of how similar it was to that of the evangelical President Bush and American “end of days” believers.

“This kind of mentality makes you very strong,” the conservative Iranian columnist Amir Mohebian told me.15 “Bush said: ‘God said to me, attack Afghanistan and attack Iraq.’ The mentality of Mr. Bush and Mr. Ahmadinejad is the same here; both think God tells them what to do,” he said, adding that such beliefs have similar roots in Christian and Muslim theology. “If you think these are the last days of the world, and Jesus will come [again], this idea will change all your relations. If you think the Mahdi will come in two, three, or four years, why should I be soft? Now is the time to stand strong, to be hard.”

My story delved into many issues controversial in Iran but politically ascendant. Comparisons of Ahmadinejad to the most reviled U.S. leader that Iranians can remember also won few favors. Right-wing American writers and Iran bashers quoted the story at length, as proof that Ahmadinejad was an unstable fanatic, detached from reality and prone to spiritual illusions.16 But the reporting also gave me a detailed understanding of some shadowy religious factions, including the Hojjatiyeh, which had been outlawed by Khomeini and advocated creating chaos in the world to speed the return of the Mahdi.

The fact that my story was an issue for the Iranians became clear when I returned to Iran in March 2007, with high hopes of finally visiting the border area with the Followers of the Light Path. My curiosity was piqued when the new Iranian chief of foreign press asked me to critique a story that had appeared in an English-language magazine about the Middle East. It claimed that Ahmadinejad and many of his crowd were card-carrying members of the Hojjatiyeh, a “radical secret society” determined to sow global crisis.17 Ahmadinejad’s 2005 victory had been a “silent coup” for the Hojjatiyeh, the sources in the story argued, enabling the group to promote a “concept of chaos” that would herald the “dawn of a New Islamic world.”

Asking me to critique the piece was like a school quiz, and—struck by the strange request—I swiftly wrote an unsigned, undated eight hundred words about how I understood Ahmadinejad’s worldview to be different. Contrary to the Hojjatiyeh’s chaos theory, I wrote, Ahmadinejad believed that doing good works and purity of spirit were the best preparation for the return of the Mahdi.

“You wrote that without putting a word wrong,” press director Mohsen Moghadaszadeh told me a few days later. “We should call you hojjatoleslam,” he joked, referring to the mid-rank of cleric just below ayatollah, which means “proof of Islam.”

Had I just been rehabilitated? Would visas now be more forthcoming? Was I now back on the list of friends, or still that of enemies? Or had evidence of my reporting diligence reassured the Ministry of Islamic Guidance that I was no more dangerous—and no less dangerous—than an honest observer? All would be clear soon as my years-long bid to reach the border areas finally came to a climax.

Plans looked promising at first. I was to join a bus full of faithful students in Tehran, drive with them to the former war zone, then take in the ideological show in the dusty battlefields. But inexplicably, plans were scaled back, again and again. I waited in Tehran for a week, and was told that only one hurdle remained, the agreement of a top general. Partial approval was finally given, not exactly for the border areas, but for two cities nearby, Ahvaz and Dezful, which had been rocketed during the war and had famously produced legions of martyrs. Full permission might come once I was on the ground.

It would just have to do. And in Iran, when pursuing issues this close to the beating ideological heart of the regime, it was not a bad option. Ahvaz was sensitive in its own right as the center of Iran’s ethnic Arab minority, which had recently suffered a series of blasts and anti-regime riots. Tehran blamed the British—even the Canadians—for stirring unrest in the city. Journalists almost never received per-mission to visit.

So I smiled to myself as my plane touched down in Ahvaz; I was buoyed by an expectant sense of adventure. But even before the IranAir jet stopped taxiing, a text message came from Tehran on the mobile phone. Fars News Agency, tied to the Revolutionary Guard, was quoting a senior Iranian general opposing my visit and specifically naming “Scott Daniel Peterson” of the Monitor.

It was the same general who had delayed my permission.

“Until the release of the Iranian diplomats kidnapped in Arbil, Iraq, American journalists are not allowed to visit the sites of the eight-year Sacred Defense,” declared Brigadier General Mir-Faisal Baqerzadeh, head of the Foundation for the Preservation and Propagation of the Values of the Sacred Defense.18 Remarkably, it seemed that one weathered reporter was worth five Iranian diplomat/agents picked up months before in Iraq.

The Fars News report was a serious public censure, and part of a bigger game. I knew that such a high-profile statement like this would not be reversed. The hard-line press quickly picked up the story that I had been refused permission to visit the border, and turned me into a full-blown spy. The newspaper Siyasat-e Rooz in Tehran claimed that “when the enemy is expanding the range of its threats and propaganda constantly,” dispatching journalists to the border “can only be described as a cover-up.”19

Naming the “high-circulation” Monitor (my editors chuckled gamely at this misperception), Siyasat-e Rooz apocryphally reminded its readers of the “history of America dispatching spies to regions under the cover of being correspondents.” It called on the Iranian military to deal with “utter sensitivity and neutralize the military plots of America against the Islamic nation.”

About me, the newspaper braced for the worst: “There is no doubt that those who have been appointed for this mission by America are among the experienced spies of the CIA, who are responsible for evaluating the potential of our country’s military arrangements.”

I felt I had no choice but to return to Tehran on the next plane, finally defeated after so many years in my quest to see the battlefield, and to witness the ideological revitalization. But the Islamic Guidance Ministry—still aglow perhaps from my treatise on the Hojjatiyeh—told me to stay put. They promised to back me if any problem arose in the two cities where they had already granted permission to report. So along with two Iranian policemen, who changed out of their uniforms for this foray and were required as escorts, I began to work.

And what of the result, of all the politicking, fearmongering, and my nine-year effort to witness how Iran passes the revolutionary torch from father to son? I was not able to do the Rahian-e Nour tour itself or get right to the border. The photographs shot by Iranian colleagues showed women in billowing black shrouds climbing on the carcasses of tanks at the former desert front, and rows of colorful flags set up along trench lines that marked the beginning of no-man’s-land.

That front was denied me. I had no access to the impressionable pilgrims, as they collected the sacred soil into Ziploc plastic bags to take home in remembrance. I would not hear the hours of war stories and ideological lectures those pilgrims would have heard. In fact, judging by the reaction of one Tehran friend, who made her own private visit, the place itself was a disappointment. “It was riddled with dog turds, plastic bags, and garbage, and no way recognizable as a place for emotion,” she told me about one of the most sacred sites, at Shalamche.20 “I was not even moved to take pictures. You could only see truckloads of shit on the road to sell to Iraq. It was a mess.”

Though I missed the show, in fact I gained a much more powerful and authentic understanding of the sacred dynamic from the True Believers and their families, whom I met as they frequented the war graves in Ahvaz and Dezful.

Far from a hindrance, the presence of my two policemen proved useful at reassuring people, once these men heard my questions and saw that I was not out to sabotage the regime. But they were not enough to reassure all of Iran’s security services. Very late one night, two bearded men arrived at my Ahvaz hotel, and I was summoned to the lobby. They introduced themselves as Iranian intelligence agents.21

One was heavyset with a dark face, short beard, and a daub of gray scar tissue in the middle of his forehead from a lifetime spent kneeling in prayer, head pressed to the ground. He was dressed all in black and gave the name “Hosseini,” which was not his real name. He did most of the talking and knew some English. He had volunteered to fight when he was eleven years old, getting his start taking food to soldiers. The other man, spindly, tall, and less certain, pulled out a school copybook and started making detailed notes, his effort dwindling as the night wore on.

They seemed to know plenty about me already, judging by their precise understanding of my program. Someone had gained access to my trip request, someone who meant to undermine it. They asked if they could take photographs of me and videotape our conversation. I well knew that nothing good comes from any videotape in the hands of Iranian intelligence. It could easily be misused, cut and edited, distorted, and broadcast in ways that would jeopardize my professional reputation, inside Iran and out.

And why did Iranian intelligence agents need video of me, if this were just a “friendly chat,” as they claimed? They stated that they could have a hidden camera or a microphone anywhere (and of course they would have). I said I understood. And agreed that they could take still photographs—not video. Iranian officialdom had enough of those from my press card and frequent visa requests. But taking pictures was very different from acquiescing to a taped interrogation. Just the act of requesting the video was enough to doubt the Iranians’ real intent, to raise the level of menace.

The questioning got under way. In the empty hotel lobby after midnight, we were alone. “Hosseini” settled deeper into his brown leatherette chair. “So . . . ,” he began, quite seriously. “When does the bombing start?”
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Old Glory, Great Satan

Let America be angry with us, and die of this anger.

—Ayatollah Mohammad Hosseini Beheshti, slogan painted at Tehran’s central Haft-e Tir square

BENEATH IRAN’S ANTI-AMERICAN FAÇADE is a nation that has much in common with its stated nemesis—from an ambitious self-image and public reliance on the divine, to a habit of defining itself in terms of its enemies. And hidden behind the mullah’s mask is the most unashamedly pro-American population in the Middle East. It was no surprise to me that after September 11, 2001, several thousand Iranians were the first—and among the very few in the region—to hold spontaneous candlelight vigils of mourning and solidarity with the United States.1

I have found that Americans and Iranians are, in fact, remarkably similar in mind-set and belief, so much so that in the future, the United States and Iran could well become the most powerful “natural” allies in the region. They share a spiritual thought model, a national arrogance, the frequent need of an “enemy” in political discourse, and a belief in their own exceptionalism and “manifest destiny” that for Iran includes its nuclear ambitions.

It is a provocative concept, considering that these very similarities have also made the United States and Iran proud and uncompromising enemies for a generation. Both nations swear by peace, even cherish it as a sacred motivator. Yet both are also unafraid of war or using violence if they feel threatened, or believe their survival is at stake, or see a greater “defensive” and self-justifying good. Especially if that “good” might yield acts of heroism and sacrifice. Parallels between America and Iran abound. The duel is between two peoples who hold national pride and their own brand of historical entitlement above all else.

Both Americans and Iranians inherently understand this—about themselves. But to better appreciate the often sanctimonious and uncompromising reactions of the other, they should each hold up a mirror.

Americans. Iranians. “They look at the world in just two colors: black and white,” Javad Vaeidi, the editor of Diplomatic Hamshahri newspaper, told me.2 “In their [American] mind they think they have a duty from God, and are on a mission. It is very dangerous. We have the same group, with the same mind-set. Both peoples think they are the emperor of the world.”

Branded by hard-liners in Washington as an “Islamo-fascist” state that threatens world peace, Iran has in fact not invaded any country since the eighteenth century—in marked contrast to the United States. Iran looks at the American troops gathered along each of its borders and sees blatant menace.

And arrogance? As the author Hooman Majd notes, Iran has “a culture that is, it’s true, proud beyond the comprehension of most Westerners.”3 But would not many—if not most—Americans admit to a similar magnitude of arrogance? Only when Americans look at Iranians and see how much of themselves is reflected there—holding up that mirror for an objective view—will they better fathom and judge Iran’s actions.

Similarities aside, America’s perpetual diplomatic dance with Iran could not be more strategic. Iran today presents itself as the vanguard of an unbending Islamic leadership locked in a battle of wills with the United States and the West. Can such a regional superpower and nascent nuclear nation really be ignored, or safely isolated? For three decades mutual hostility has festered. Demonizing the “Great Satan” remains a pillar of the Revolution, its anti-American stance an “endless religious duty.”

Yet despite that history, Iran’s hidden pro-American bent is no secret to Iranians themselves. Watching it unfold in public, however, is almost unheard-of . . .

The Flag-Burning Metric

It was the darkest hour of the night in Tehran, the empty streets wet with the kind of cleansing spring rain that always gave off, to my nostrils, a rare sense of regeneration in Iran. In every living room across the Islamic Republic, televisions were lit up to watch a momentous World Cup soccer game. It was a chance pairing in June 1998, an unprecedented face-to-face challenge of two archenemies that had not publicly spoken except in angry denunciation for nearly two decades: the United States versus Iran.

A nation was in thrall as the soccer field became a symbolic battleground for a much larger conflict, in which geostrategic realities were briefly subsumed in the joy of sports. The Americans started strong and Iranians were on the edge of their seats, holding their collective breath, as U.S. strikers aimed four scoring chances in the first thirty-three minutes of play—three of them bouncing off the goalposts.4 Then, in the fortieth minute, Iranian Hamid Estili placed a header into the upper-left corner of the goal. The effect was like an earthquake ripping along a fault line from the stadium in Lyon, France, all the way to Iran. I was watching with an Iranian family, who leaped out of their seats at the Iranian goal, mouths agape, unable to contain themselves.

Iran had never won a World Cup game. And now it was ahead, against such an opponent! At the eighty-fourth minute, Mehdi Mahdavikia decisively blasted a shot to the right corner of the net, past the diving American goalie. The U.S. side rallied enough to score a header with just three minutes left in the game, but victory for Iran seemed certain.

It was a miracle. The realization of countless Iranian prayers. Iran won 2–1, and jubilation erupted. Even before the final whistle ended the game, Iranians were pouring onto the streets to celebrate, blowing horns, blocking traffic—and boisterously hugging and kissing me, a rare American onlooker.5 I was lost in the crush of people thronging downtown Vali Asr Square. Shouting. Ecstatic. And overjoyed with a reason for communal happiness, radiant with national pride.

Suddenly I saw a handful of militants who were ready to make their own point from Iran’s victory. The men waded into the frolicking crowd with an American flag, tossing out leaflets that read “Down with the USA.” They happened to be moving in my direction, and stopped an arm’s length away. They hoisted Old Glory onto a pole for burning. As the flag poked up, I watched one young hard-liner brandish a cigarette lighter and set the first threads aflame.

It was a ritual act of denigration and disrespect that had played itself out in Iran countless times since 1979, without censure. But this night was different, and what followed remains one of the most extraordinary scenes I have ever witnessed in Iran.

As the flames began to flicker, the crowd reacted: Revelers reached up and took hold of the American flag, whisking it off the pole and away from the hard-liners, bunching it up and stuffing it under someone’s shirt to protect it from destruction. Other Iranians tore up the anti-American leaflets. There was a scuffle that reflected the battle in Iran between right-wing conservatives, who still deemed the United States the “Great Satan,” and more open-minded reformists who wanted their Islamic Republic to reengage with America and the West.

“This celebration is not because we beat the Americans,” one young man shouted at me, sweat pouring down his forehead as he fought his way through the melee to pass on this message. “It is because we like to be with the Americans.”

Was this the same Iran that made burning American and Israeli flags a hallmark of the Revolution? Where Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini promised the collapse of American power? Of the voluminous speeches, learning, and venom the ayatollah produced, these few words remain painted on the wall of the former U.S. Embassy: “We will make America face a severe defeat.” Also painted there for years, and of more concern to any potential architects of U.S.-Iran détente, was Khomeini’s vow: “On that day when the United States of America will praise us we should mourn.”

IRAN’S FIRST-WORLD PRETENSIONS HARK back to an ancient era, when the Persian Empire was the indispensable nation of its day. It is the sense of national purpose, of national mission—this heady exceptionalism—that today imbues aspirations in Iran, just as it has throughout the much shorter history of the United States.

Iran has sought to rejuvenate its past strategic glory and influence, beginning with the Revolution’s bold declaration that Iran was tearing itself away from the bipolar world dominated by the two superpowers, America and the Soviet Union, in a policy of “neither East nor West.” Backed by huge oil deposits and the second-largest gas reserves in the world, Iran spreads “soft power” across the region, from pipeline links connecting the Caspian Sea with the Persian Gulf, to mosque building in Central Asia and greater influence in Afghanistan and Iraq.6 It leads what I call an Axis of Resistance with Shiite and other militant allies in Lebanon, the Israel-Palestinian conflict, and in neighboring Iraq.

Such ambitions add up to what one Western diplomat told me was “Persian arrogance that sees Iran as the center of the universe.”7 So in modern times, Iranians have easily assumed for themselves America’s rhetoric of its own uniqueness. Iranians are certain they will dominate their region as a threat or a power, or both—a point that Iranian Revolutionary Guard commanders are adept at injecting into virtually every news cycle.

It took many visits to Iran before I began to understand—and to accept—some of the parallels to America that Iranians often spelled out for me. The words of President Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1936 ring as true in Iranian ears as they have for Americans, for example, since he declared: “To some generations much is given. Of other generations much is expected. This generation of Americans has a rendezvous with destiny.”8

“Roosevelt said the U.S. has a ‘rendezvous with destiny,’” a Tehran physicist educated at Yale, Shahriar Rouhani, told me in 2002.9 “Iran, too, has a ‘rendezvous with destiny.’”

Iranians regularly recall how the United States accepted such aspirations for the pro-West Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi—when Washington saw Iran as the “policeman” of the Persian Gulf—and speak of their disappointment that today the United States still refuses to acknowledge that the largest, most populous, and most powerful nation in the region should play any role at all in its own neighborhood. One reason is the fear held by smaller or less powerful U.S. allies in the region—Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Bahrain, and the United Arab Emirates, for example—which quake at Iran’s weight and rhetoric and Shiite revolutionary influence. Not to mention that most anxious country of all, Israel.

“If the Americans have the right to become the emperor of the world, Iranians think they have the right to be the emperor at least of their region,” Javad Vaeidi, the diplomatic editor, explained to me.10 “If we can find the best way to bring these two hegemons together, it will be good. America recognized this role for the Shah’s regime, but as an agent [of the United States], not an ally. If the U.S. can consider Iran an ally, not an agent, it can work. The message to the American government is: You have to accept our existence.”

Many of the root beliefs are similar in Iran and America, Vaeidi told me. We were speaking over a takeaway dinner of buttered rice and skewered lamb kebab, with grilled tomatoes and green chili peppers, spooned from aluminum food trays onto plates in a conference room at Hamshahri. Amid the satisfying mixed scent of newsprint and meat, Vaeidi was in an expansive mood. Almost too expansive. Months later, under President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, he would be appointed to a senior national security post. His forthright words to me that night in early 2005 about U.S.-Iran relations complicated his confirmation.11

“Consider this expression: ‘Your destiny is in your hands,’” he told me. “This is a common thought: Americans see a frontier, they believe it is ‘your destiny,’ that the world is yours. The same mind and mentality is in Iran; the roots are in the mind of the Iranian people. It is drawn from the Quran. The Lord God will not change the destiny of the people unless they want it. This belongs to our history. We have a vision of the Persian Empire in this story.”

Vaeidi was well versed in the views of American analysts and pundits, and had been reading Ken Pollack—one of his articles three times—Zbigniew Brzezinski, and James Woolsey, as well as neoconservatives such as Norman Podhoretz who had long argued for U.S. military strikes against Iran. “The important thing is we have to look for common things,” Vaeidi told me. Besides both peoples’ belief in their own version of manifest destiny, Iran and the United States had “been able to assert their sovereignty and prove it in their regions.” For Iran, the symbol of this independence was the Revolution.

“Before the Islamic Republic for two hundred years, we were humiliated,” said Vaeidi. He ticked off the examples. The Qajar period was “made in the British and Russian embassies.” Policy during the Shah’s rule was “made in the U.S. Embassy.” It made the independence of 1979 all the sweeter, he said: “The people are not willing to lose this.”

Vaeidi wiped his thin lips and beard with a tissue, then gathered the empty trays and pushed them aside. He called an aide to bring tea, to help wash back the plotting of the “Rumsfeld group at the Pentagon,” and to closely examine the words of the Republican senator from Kansas, Sam Brownback, who he said had estimated that only 15 percent of Iranians would firmly support the government in a scrape; perhaps ten million people.

Vaeidi said that was an overestimate of support—perhaps only two million would fight to the death for the Islamic system. But it was a serious underestimate of the number of Iranians who would go to war to defend their country if it were attacked. “Besides the fanatical supporters are other people concerned with the nation, so there would be ten million fighting,” Vaeidi told me. And far from undermining support for the regime, he calculated that any American military action would boost that 10 percent ironclad support into 30 or even 50 percent.

The conflict was not between two governments, “but two ways of life: the U.S. way of life, and the Islamic way of life,” Vaeidi insisted. “The U.S. thinks they must destroy another. . . . In the neoconservative mind, they are dreaming about the collapse of the Iranian regime,” he said. But the problem centers on Iran’s ambitions for itself and how those clash with America’s own global aims. He was still hopeful that two imperial worldviews could live side by side: “The man and woman who have enough ability for war, have enough ability for peace on both sides. In Iran and the U.S., this is the actual deal. We have to have a win-win way.”

Iran’s hard-liners are convinced that their Islamic system is the closest thing achievable to God’s rule—a point of contention for the huge numbers of Iranians who voted against it the late 1990s, for critics of the bloody early years of the Revolution and of its dire human rights record, and for the flood of Iranians who took to the streets in mid-2009 to protest a stolen election.

There have been optimists: “It is only a question of time” before America and Iran are close again, one U.S.-educated Iranian academic told me. “In political science we were taught that no friend is forever, and no enemy is forever. Only the mutual interest is forever.”12

“Iran has an absolutist, cruel, dictatorial history, in which the ruler always destroyed the aristocracy, so you can easily find people who came from nowhere to high levels of power,” explained the historian Reza Alavi, who had been at Harvard and Oxford.13 “As in the American mind, [there is] the same cultural value of success [and] an extreme individualism. That’s why you find so many Iranians adjust so well to America. When they go there, they are like a fish in water.”

But of course there are a number of lopsided differences, too, that frame national ambitions, Alavi told me. “America is a country that has been a straight military success until Vietnam. But Iran has not been a military success for—God knows—one thousand years. So our dreams of grandeur are much more pathological.”

Governments of God

Yet for those looking for similarities there is much to draw upon. Iran’s reformist President Mohammad Khatami set the precedent while making an overture to the United States in early 1998. In a surprise result, the philosopher-cleric had swept to the presidency just months before on a platform of reforming Iran’s Islamic system. With a record twenty million votes behind him, Khatami vowed to instill the rule of law, temper radical influences, and ease the Islamic Republic’s isolation. He also thought he could begin making amends with America.

In an extraordinary departure from the Great Satan syllabus, the new Iranian president said American civilization was “worthy of respect,” in an interview with Christiane Amanpour of CNN.14 He hailed the Puritans who first set foot in America as a religious people “in search of a virgin land to establish a superior civilization,” based on democracy and freedom. The same values, Khatami said, drove Iranians to create the Islamic Republic. Along with “independence,” Iran’s Revolution from its first moments aspired to couple “religiosity with liberty.”

“With our Revolution, we are experiencing a new phase of reconstruction of civilization,” Khatami said. “We feel that what we seek is what the founders of the American civilization were also pursuing four centuries ago. This is why we sense an intellectual affinity with the essence of the American civilization.”

Such praise came with complaints that U.S. foreign policy had deviated from the pure path. Khatami lamented a “tragedy which has occurred” in the form of a “flawed policy of domination,” which caused nations to “los[e] their trust in the Americans.” But Khatami had identified a critical similarity. Iranian and American leaders regularly invoke the power of God, to the point of portraying their own conflict as one between dueling theocracies.

Faith is never far in the Islamic Republic. It is in the air, staring down from the walls, and is relentlessly on the minds and in the hearts of many Iranians. From mosque to classroom to street corner, you can feel it. There is no tradition of separation of church and state, which pupils in America are taught to respect in their republic. In Iran religion is the state. By definition, every word, every act must therefore be divinely inspired, a manifestation of God’s will.

That was how Ayatollah Khomeini ordained the Islamic Republic when he announced “the first day of God’s government” on April 1, 1979.15 The purity of purpose of the Islamic Republic was to be a beacon of God’s rule. “The light of divine justice shall shine uniformly on all,” Khomeini vowed, “and the divine mercy of the Quran . . . shall embrace all, like life-giving rain.”

Likewise faith is never far away in America, where the Declaration of Independence proclaims, “all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights.” Where every piece of currency and coin is marked with the words “In God We Trust.” With hand over heart, Americans pledge allegiance “to one nation under God.” Unique in the Western world, presidential speeches end with the simple divine request: “God bless the United States of America.”

And despite the line drawn between church and state, Americans have prided themselves on a degree of spirituality—and of setting an example—that has shaped U.S. history from the start. In the words of British historian Paul Johnson:


They came to America not primarily for gain or even livelihood, though they accepted both from God with gratitude, but to create His kingdom on earth. They were the zealots, the idealists, the utopians, the saints, and the best of them, or perhaps one should say the most extreme of them, were fanatical, uncompromising, and overweening in their self-righteousness. They were also immensely energetic, persistent and courageous.16



Among the earliest Pilgrims, John Winthrop arrived near the New England coast, from whence “came a smell off the shore like the smell of a garden.”17 Aboard ship he preached that the New World was nothing less than a new Promised Land, ordained by God to be a beacon for all the globe: “We must consider that wee shall be as a Citty upon a Hill, the eyes of all people are upon us.”

Few other nations can boast such spiritual underpinnings, or such broadly self-described spiritual peoples—and of the dangers that “radicals” can pose—as the United States and Iran, where “God’s will” shapes daily decision making. In the American mind, that beatific thread has never broken. Harry Truman marked the surrender of Japan in World War II in 1945 with “gratitude to Almighty God,” and said victory was “of more than arms alone. This is a victory of liberty over tyranny.”18 He had no doubt: “It was the spirit of liberty which gave us our armed strength and which made our men invincible in battle.”

Decades later in Iran, Ayatollah Khomeini cast his war with Iraq in remarkably similar terms: “Victory is not achieved by swords; it can be achieved only by blood,” the dour ayatollah said. “Victory is not achieved by large populations; it is achieved by strength of faith.”19

DIFFERENCES ARE PRONOUNCED, TOO, I have found. Americans revere straight talk; Iranians almost never engage in it. Iranians can be as conspiratorial and paranoid as Americans can be open and trusting. America is largely a law-abiding society, while Iran is not a country of laws, but a country that still only aspires to the rule of law. This is a root cause of the political and social turmoil that has afflicted Iran for more than a century.

Still, both nations say they act in the name of a higher calling; that their faith demands goodwill toward others, and good works that strive for justice. They insist that they pray and work for peace and the preservation of loved ones and for their fellow man. They insist that it is the enemy that is “evil” and against God. “[They] are very similar—they try to use religious language for political targets,” Hamid Reza Jalaeipour, a reformist editor and political sociologist at Tehran University, told me.20

And that clash is as insistent as it is loud; when they refer to each other they are charging that their enemies act against God’s will. When George Bush announced America’s War on Terror just days after 9/11, he said: “Every nation in every region now has a decision to make. Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists.” And God had already made His choice, Bush asserted: “Freedom and fear, justice and cruelty, have always been at war, and we know that God is not neutral between them.”21

After becoming Iran’s president in 2005, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad made the counterargument many times. “If Christ were on earth today, undoubtedly he would stand with the people in opposition to bullying, ill-tempered and expansionist powers,” Ahmadinejad said.22 “[U]ndoubtedly he would hoist the banner of justice and love for humanity to oppose warmongers, occupiers, terrorists and bullies the world over.”

The competing voices all added up, for both countries, to demagoguery with a dose of the divine. “In the U.S., having a system that thinks religiously is not bad. . . . I prefer people in the U.S. who go to church,” conservative editor Amir Mohebian told me in Tehran.23 “But war between these two people—who think they are acting on behalf of God—is not good. War between believers is too dangerous.”

THE DIFFICULTIES OF MAKING peace—or even establishing a truce—became clear that night of the U.S.-Iran soccer game, as I watched the celebration erupt on the streets of Tehran. The Clinton administration had sought to defrost the U.S.-Iran hostility, hoping to build on Khatami’s outreach by taking a number of modest positive steps. They weren’t the first to try. As journalist Barbara Slavin notes in Bitter Friends, Bosom Enemies, “No other country is so fixated on the United States. No other foreign government so aspires to and fears a U.S. embrace. Iran has been dubbed ‘the Bermuda Triangle’ of American diplomacy for swallowing up good-faith efforts to end the hostility.”24

The reactions to the June 1998 World Cup soccer game partly illustrate why, ultimately, the mutual overtures failed. Immediately before the kickoff, President Bill Clinton said he and Khatami had “both worked to encourage more people-to-people exchanges . . . to develop a better understanding of each other’s rich civilizations.”25 The soccer field was another point of contact, Clinton said: “As we cheer today’s game between American and Iranian athletes, I hope it can be another step toward ending the estrangement between our nations.”

On the playing field itself, more spontaneous diplomacy was breaking out. Hard-liners in Iran had encouraged their team—it was rumored they had ordered them—not to shake hands or exchange shirts with the Americans. Yet the players very happily shook hands, exchanged flowers and gifts before the game, and went out of their way to treat each other with respect. At the end, after the usual rough-and-tumble of the Beautiful Game, both teams were jointly given the 1998 Fair Play Award from the world soccer governing body.26

Moments after the game, as Iranians poured out of their homes, President Khatami took to the radio.27 His live address was conciliatory and gushed with pride: “Naturally, like the tens of millions of Iranians interested in the fate of the country and the glory of the homeland, I feel happy.”

But how did Iran’s supreme religious leader, Ayatollah Seyyed Ali Khamenei, react to Iran’s soccer victory? With much less generosity. The man who makes all final decisions in Iran, who carries the official title of God’s Deputy on Earth, and who is infallible by definition, took a more combative tone. “This has been a beautiful picture of the crusade of the Iranian nation in all the scenes of its revolutionary life,” he boasted in his radio message.28

Khamenei spoke of intelligence, strength, the sincere and coordinated effort and reliance on God—all of which he had seen on the soccer field. “These were the same exceptional endeavors which during the Revolution and during the Sacred Defense [Iran-Iraq War] and in all the engagements of the Iranian nation with the Great Satan . . . gave victory and honor to our nation,” Khamenei said. “Tonight, once again the strong and arrogant contender experienced the bitter taste of defeat at your hands.”

•   •   •

ON THE STREETS AND across the airwaves, the flag-burning metric reflected that clash of views over America. Though ritual burnings had become a fading art form over the years, and chants of “Death to America” less strident, the hard-liners in the late 1990s started to reclaim their territory, leaving behind them a fresh trail of ash from torched American and Israeli flags. “It shows the conservatives are losing public support, and so they put fuel on the fire of America,” Ebrahim Yazdi, the Revolution’s first foreign minister turned opposition figure, told me. “The issue is not America. They do it only to legitimize their own power.”29

The bludgeoning anti-American policy had always had a broader purpose. It was critical glue that helped hold together Iran’s Islamic regime, which made the state of flag burning an even more important barometer—and reaching out for détente even more risky. Yet flag burning was a controversial tool. Khatami had criticized such acts of disrespect, and on the eve of a rally to mark the November 1999 anniversary of the U.S. Embassy takeover, local radio announced that there would be no flags burned. Such calls were useless as the crowd mentality took over.

I watched as militants climbed on high scaffolding to pour gas on eight huge American flags, the largest I had ever seen in Tehran.30 They set them afire with cigarette lighters to a chorus of chanting. Embers floated down onto the crowd, where clusters of overzealous youth burned other flags—in one case after first ripping into the cloth with their teeth, like rabid dogs getting their piece of a kill. The lexicon of defiance was inescapable, and meant to be, with banners hailing the capture of the U.S. Embassy as proof to Iran’s “enemies that [Iranians] would rule themselves, would rule their own fate.”

But even at such a pro-regime event, I was surprised at the mix of voices.

“It’s my religious duty to be here, to show to the world that America’s days are over to oppress the rest of the world,” one municipal worker told me, airing the official line.

“Hello, America, hello!” counter-chimed a sixteen-year-old girl with a “Death to Israel” placard. The class of young women draped in black chadors had obviously been given the signs in English—“Islamic Iran has no need for the U.S.,” and “Madeleine Albright Shame on You”—but had forgotten the instruction to scowl at real live enemies like me in their midst.

There was much talk, and perhaps even conviction, about “sacrificing my life for the Supreme Leader.” But many were clearly tired of the flag-burning desecrations, a point missed by television footage that gave the impression of legions of angry Iranians setting all the country aflame with anti-American rage.

“Oh, America, my love!” shouted a young man called Ardeshir, arms ready to embrace me, as police and militants watched aghast. “It’s a joke,” affirmed Yara, a photography student. “How can you shout, ‘Death to America’ when you are wearing blue jeans?”

“I don’t believe in flag burning,” nineteen-year-old student Samim told me. “Each nation loves their flag because it’s a symbol.”

“Flag burning disrespects a nation,” echoed student Arad.

“We shouldn’t do this flag burning, because we love the American people,” added fourteen-year-old Hossein.

“My sister is in America and she says that’s a nice place,” explained student Hassan. “I don’t know why I should chant, ‘Death to America.’ Many Iranians live there.”

The contradictions applied at the podium, also, to those speaking for the regime. The veteran former Revolutionary Guard commander Mohsen Rezaei said it was “clear” that America did not want relations but instead wanted “Iran to remain a poor Third World nation.” His words burst through the speaker system like the rattle of old bullets: “America is a symbol of political discrimination in the world.” He failed to mention the dirty detail that everyone knew: The commander’s own son had the year before defected to the United States, where he criticized Iranian policy and accused his father of acts of terrorism.

“You hush!” I overheard one man in the crowd berate beneath his breath. “If you really speak the truth, first bring your son from America, then talk to us.”

TWO DECADES AFTER THE Revolution, Americans were still very rare in Iran, and it was some time before I felt comfortable answering this question straight: “Where are you from?” Iranians would helpfully suggest that I was German, or Dutch, or from anywhere else, but rarely hazarded to guess “American.” I pronounced “Am-riKA” a sinister octave below my normal voice, just to test the reaction.

Wasn’t it impossible for such enemies to visit? In fact I had little to fear. People in Tehran—and elsewhere in Iran—can be as rude and unfriendly as in any country. But an American will very often receive greetings of affection and goodwill. I have taken a ride with a dreaming taxi driver who worshipped Humphrey Bogart—portraits of the actor adorning the sun visor of his worn-out car—and discussed pirated American movies with enthusiastic peddlers. When talking privately to many Iranian bureaucrats, I have heard declarations of warmth toward the American people that are effusive, even obsessive.

“People receive so much negative propaganda about Iran,” local tour operator Cyrus Etemadi pointed out in 1998, as he told me of the first groups of Americans he had brought to the country.31 “But when they come here they see that the opposite is true. People invite them into their houses for tea, or to their table to eat.” The American women tourists who filled out one of his questionnaires were bowled over: “This has been the trip of a lifetime,” enthused one. “The most surprising is the pleasant smile from all the people. Iranians are hospitable. . . . Thanks for being so fun and cheerful and taking such good care of us.”

Another traveler, Trygve Inda, was asked by friends before he left home in Reno, Nevada, to bring back Khomeini pictures and “Down with the U.S.A.” postcards. He had to FedEx his passport to Canada to get the visa.

“The common perception in America is that Iran is a place of darkness where Americans don’t want to be,” the computer specialist told me in Tehran.32 Crossing into Iran was “awe-inspiring,” he said. Seeing a couple of images of Khomeini actually smiling—not the typical stern look—put him more at ease. Instead of giving him trouble, border guards giggled with amusement when they saw his American passport, and waved him through. “I’ve seen a few ‘Down with U.S.A.’ signs, but you really have to look,” he told me. “They aren’t on every street corner.”

But they did come out in force to mark every anniversary of the U.S. Embassy takeover. For the 2002 event, we in the foreign media were told from the podium to “reflect the truth of what they see here.”33 The gathering was instructive, if conducted with less fervor and perhaps less education than previous incarnations. One sign declared DWIN WITE U.S.A., a worse spelling error than the 1999 banner—my favorite—that mangled the word Satan to declare: “Down with the Great Stain!”

“This is the day of the braveness and sacrifice of the martyrs. This day was one of the Imam’s wishes,” an insistent young woman in the crowd told me. Another tried to convince me that “the pupils of all Iran are here,” because “this is a lesson to fight against the Global Arrogance.” America was accused of using the 9/11 terrorist attacks to “create a new atmosphere to dominate the world. They are fooling the world by using the War on Terror as a pretext to dominate cultures and destroy those that don’t agree.”

But through all of this, there were an array of viewpoints. One speaker asked wanly that nothing be burned for “environmental reasons,” though that did not keep puffs of smoke from rising above the crowd when flags were quietly torched. I heard clapping at the mention of Khatami’s name. One girl wore a bandage on her nose—a sign of plastic surgery favored as a fashion accessory by wealthier classes, which rarely had time for the regime ideology and so rarely took part in these official protests.

None of the usual stereotypes seemed to apply. One young man handing out refreshments, upon learning I was American, opened his arms wide in a theatrical move, and said: “American? Ah, welcome!” before giving me two cookies and a small box of juice.

The speaker, a cleric from Qazvin called Ali Khani, droned on. The purpose of the demonstration was “so Americans know we are still alive, and protecting the path of the Imam.” Signs waved. People perfunctorily threw trash at a wooden effigy of George Bush riding Israel like a cowboy on a horse. An Iranian photographer who witnessed the upheaval of 1979 leaned toward me to confide his tired contempt: “After twenty-three years, the same slogans!”

“It is a stick with which to beat up your opponents, to say: ‘I am the Revolution. I am the one waging war against Satan,’” political scientist Sadegh Zibakalam explained. “It gives you a revolutionary pretext to behave outside the frame of the law. It gives you certain credentials [to] attack [anyone] under the anti-U.S. card. . . . They keep burning flags to show nothing has changed, to say: ‘We are still crusading.’”

“We must realize we are losing a lot by carrying the anti-U.S. banner,” Zibakalam told me. “Conservatives have not been able to argue why the anti-U.S. stance is good; I can give half a dozen reasons why it is detrimental. The final decision is for the Iranian people. If the majority decides that we will eat bread and water to carry out an ideological war against the U.S. that’s OK. But for heaven’s sake, let us be aware of what this flag burning is costing us.”

The price was right for hard-liners bent on blocking Khatami from reaping the benefit from any deal with the United States. Their strategy was to keep anti-American fervor alive, and it worked. At the United Nations summit in 2000, Khatami did not appear at the photo op for world leaders. He was afraid that he would be photographed shaking Bill Clinton’s hand.34

From Savior to Satan

To absorb the importance of the anti-American pillar of revolutionary Iran means understanding key episodes in the love-hate history—and how they are viewed and propagated in Iran. That battle is framed by a series of historical events in which Iran has always been wronged, threatened, victimized, and bloodied by unscrupulous, inhumane Western powers—the United States chief among them.

FOR IRANIANS, IT ALL starts with the 1953 coup, when the CIA orchestrated the overthrow of Iran’s only popularly elected prime minister and restored a malleable, pro-American dictatorship under the Shah. Early in the Cold War, Washington was fearful that the Soviet Union might try to take over Iran. Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh had been Time magazine’s “Man of the Year” in 1951. The New York Times quoted one American official “familiar with the country” who compared Mossadegh’s position in Iran “as not unlike that of Thomas Jefferson or Thomas Paine in the early United States.”35

But Great Britain was the Great Satan back then and was outraged by Iran’s nationalization of “their” oil in Iran—which alone had fueled the British economy for three decades.36 The British press pilloried Mossadegh as a “tragic Frankenstein” who was “obsessed with one xenophobic idea.”37 The nationalization was a popular move by Mossadegh, who was seen at home as a hero. Still, the newly born CIA took over and engineered its first-ever coup d’état, effectively assuming from the British the mantle of number-one evil villain. The result was a tragedy for nascent democracy in the Middle East that would have endless negative repercussions.

“This is the critical event. Up to 1953, Iran loved the West culturally, though it resented Western hegemony,” the Western-educated historian Reza Alavi told me in Tehran.38 The coup told Iranians “the West does not want to share its democracy with us.”

“Maybe in your mind it was in the 1950s, and that was ages ago, close to the age of the dinosaurs,” one veteran revolutionary explained. “But not really [too distant] in the Iranian context.”39

The Shah was reinstalled to the Peacock Throne and propped up by the United States with unqualified support and endless weaponry. He aimed to build the fifth most powerful military in the world, and, interestingly with U.S. blessing, to turn Iran into a nuclear power—in energy use, if not also with weapons.40

Classified U.S. Embassy documents from the time showed the “Made in the U.S.A.” label was a problem. The “government is recognized throughout the country as being one brought in and supported by the U.S.,” stated one late 1953 confidential dispatch to Washington.41 “We have placed squarely upon our shoulders the responsibility for it; therefore, it is of the greatest importance that no stone be left unturned to make this regime successful.”

THE SHAH NEVER MATCHED Mossadegh’s popular touch, and over time the disparities and injustice were becoming impossible to hide and engendering revulsion and revolt. By the early 1970s most Iranians suffered obscene poverty—there was even starvation in some provinces. By one reckoning, “over 75 percent of rural families earned less than $66 a month and malnutrition was widespread among them.”42 But the Shah created a spectacle in 1971 by spending some $100–300 million on lavish celebrations at the ancient ruins of Persepolis, to mark the 2,500th anniversary of the Persian Empire. He envisioned leading Iran toward an era of “Great Civilization” within twelve years.43

No expense was spared in the Shah’s ostentatious display, which illustrated how out of touch this ruler was with his subjects. They were kept miles away by “troops with machine guns encircling tent city,” according to one Greek guest.44 This partygoer especially enjoyed a chat with Ethiopian emperor Haile Selassie, whom he found holding a Chihuahua with “such a heavy bejeweled collar he could hardly raise his head.”

Guests were deprived of nothing, from the custom-designed Baccarat crystal goblets and chefs flown in from Paris, to the air-conditioned luxury tents with marble and gold bathroom fixtures. A British Foreign Office analyst at the time—in a cable not declassified until thirty years later—called it “the greatest non-event of our time, a creation of royal despotism taking advantage of the bedazzled mass media.”45

Yet among the claimed television audience of 2.4 billion was a certain exiled ayatollah in Iraq. An ascetic who himself lived on bread and yogurt, onions and garlic, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini wrote a searing protest—among the first bolts of lightning that would electrify Iranians into the building hurricane of the Revolution, which would eventually sweep the Shah away.

“Islam came in order to destroy these palaces of tyranny,” thundered Khomeini.46 The title King of Kings, used by Iranian monarchs, was the “most hated of all titles in the sight of God.” The famine meant that to take part “is to participate in the murder of the oppressed people of Iran.” The ayatollah raged at the injustice: “The crimes of the kings of Iran have blackened the pages of history. It is the kings of Iran that have constantly ordered massacres of their own people and had pyramids built with their skulls.”

ENABLING THE SHAH TO wield such power in the modern age was the United States, which provided the monarch with an endless bounty. “As early as 1943 the young Shah described himself as ‘burning’ to discuss Iran’s ‘needs for planes and tanks,’” writes Gary Sick, the principal White House aide on Iran in the late 1970s and during the hostage crisis.47 The Shah’s desire for military hardware was chronic: “That burning interest never subsided; in fact it ripened almost to the point of obsession by the mid-1970s.”

From 1950 to 1963, the United States gave $829 million in military assistance, and sold Iran $1.3 billion in new armaments.48 But a dramatic increase was heralded by the May 1972 visit to Tehran of President Richard Nixon and his aide Henry Kissinger. On the surface, everything went swimmingly: the Shah’s prime minister took Kissinger to a government party, where a belly dancer sat on his lap for several minutes. Nadina Parsa was “a delightful girl” who is “very interested in foreign policy,” the bachelor Kissinger quipped. “I spent some time explaining how you convert SS-7 missiles to Y-Class submarines.”49

Yet the next morning a number of explosions highlighted an ominous surge of anti-Americanism. Two sticks of dynamite targeted the U.S. Information Service offices; an Iranian woman and child walking in the street were killed in a blast that seriously injured the senior U.S. Air Force adviser to the Iranian air force; and a bomb rocked the tomb of Reza Shah forty-five minutes before Nixon was to lay a wreath there. The president’s convoy was attacked on the way to the airport, despite taking a circuitous route.50 Washington’s embrace of the unpopular Shah was clearly tarnishing America, too.

But that embrace only grew tighter when those 1972 meetings “radically restructured” the U.S.-Iran relationship to give the Shah access to almost all nonnuclear U.S. military technology, in exchange for Iran playing a “principal role” in protecting Western interests in the region. Pressed on a number of Cold War fronts, Washington was subcontracting regional security to a regional ally. It was a policy that had no precedent, a blank check. Iran would decide its own needs without U.S. interference, Kissinger wrote in a memorandum, and “we will accede to any of the Shah’s requests for arms purchases from us.”51

The rush was on. That year the Pentagon concluded a $2 billion arms deal with the Shah that was, until then, its biggest ever. By 1974, almost half the Pentagon’s total arms sales of $3.9 billion were with Iran.52 “The combination of vast quantities of money, a seemingly unquenchable Iranian appetite for hardware, and formal encouragement by the president of the United States created what can only be described as a stampede,” writes Sick.53 In the first four years alone, “the Shah ordered more than $9 billion worth of the most sophisticated weaponry in the U.S. inventory, and the arms sale program quickly became a scandal.”

MANY IRANIANS, FAR FROM believing that the Shah was leading their nation to new glories, felt he was selling its soul to foreigners. And those foreigners were not always model guests. The surge of weapons sales also brought a surge of Americans, whose numbers in Iran from 1970 to 1978 shot up from below eight thousand to some fifty thousand—plenty of them leftovers from U.S. involvement in Vietnam. “The very best and the very worst of America were on display in the cities of Iran,” writes James Bill in his history The Eagle and the Lion:


As time passed and the numbers grew, an increasingly high proportion of fortune hunters, financial scavengers, and the jobless and disillusioned recently returned from Southeast Asia found their way to Iran. Companies with billion-dollar contracts needed manpower and, under time pressure, recruited blindly and carelessly. In Isfahan, hatred, racism, and ignorance combined as American employees responded negatively and aggressively to Iranian society. Iranians were commonly referred to as “sand-niggers,” “ragheads,” “rags,” “stinkies,” and Bedouins, and their culture was referred to as a “camel culture.”54



It was a tragic hemorrhaging of goodwill, which had been carefully cultivated by Americans in decades past who had left a powerful personal imprint. Howard Baskerville, for example, was right out of Princeton Theological Seminary in 1907 when he journeyed to the northwest city of Tabriz as a missionary-teacher, joined Iranians fighting in the Constitution Revolution, and led a unit of one hundred fifty, which was reduced to nine.55 “The only difference between me and these people is my place of birth, and that is not a big difference,” the twenty-four-year-old is said to have told doubtful friends.

Baskerville was killed and is remembered as a hero—an American martyr for Iran, the story goes, shot in the heart. In 2005, President Mohammad Khatami unveiled a bust of Baskerville in Tabriz.

Also fondly remembered is W. Morgan Shuster. In 1911, he was invited and entrusted by the first parliament, or majlis, to assume the post of treasurer-general for Persia. Shuster set himself firmly against the imperial powers the United Kingdom and Russia, and on the side of the “democrats” in the nascent majlis. Shuster’s book The Strangling of Persia is dedicated to “the Persian people” for their “unwavering belief . . . in my desire to serve them for the regeneration of their nation.”56

Memories of such heartfelt concern did not fade easily. “These Americans and hundreds like them established over the years a reputation for America that was positive and warm,” notes historian Bill.57

Until the CIA coup in 1953. After that, the relationship began to unravel, with the boost in American numbers in the 1970s creating a new panoply of problems—and reasons for local disgust. In Isfahan in 1975, for example, three American women “dressed in bikini shorts and halter [tops] strolled into the ancient Friday Mosque where, laughing, gesturing and talking in loud voices, they toured the holy place in their own good time,” writes Bill.58 American teenagers roared on their motorcycles through another mosque; “fashionably dressed American women turned over a table in an elegant restaurant because service had been slow; and, as the Revolution was breaking in the late 1970s, an American shot an Iranian taxi driver in the head in a dispute over the fare.”59

The Lesson of Torture

Anti-American hatred built further over the increasing severity of the Shah’s repression, which was covered with Western fingerprints—a point that I saw graphically portrayed in Tehran, in a jail turned museum. The Shah’s friends from the CIA and Israel’s Mossad had from the 1950s trained Iran’s secret police, which tortured and executed dissenters. It was called SAVAK—the Farsi acronym for the National Organization for Intelligence and Security.

The word torture here encompasses the acts of violence of a feared internal security apparatus that numbered from three thousand to five thousand, with paid informants pushing it to perhaps sixty thousand strong.60 Amnesty International noted in its 1974–75 report: “The Shah of Iran retains his benevolent image despite the highest rate of death penalties in the world, no valid system of civilian courts, and a history of torture that is beyond belief.”61

On their fellow Iranians, says historian Ervand Abrahamian, SAVAK’s torturers were skilled in using techniques from rape and electric drills to


nail extractions; snakes (favored for use with women); electrical shocks with cattle prods, often into the rectum; cigarette burns; sitting on hot grills; acid dripped into nostrils; near-drownings; mock executions; and an electric chair with a large metal mask to muffle screams while amplifying them for the victim. This latter contraption was dubbed the Apollo—an allusion to the American space capsules.62



After the fall of the Shah, the Islamic Republic made sure that such abuses—and the nationalities of those foreigners who helped carry them out—were not forgotten. I saw the iron helmet of the Apollo, still on display as part of the ghoulish exhibits at the downtown Komiteh jail, which had been turned into a museum called Ebrat, which means “lesson” or “example.”

When I visited in early 2009, I was surprised at the number of students on the tour, cramming each torture room for an explanation, following the trail of blood-red footprints painted on the floor and stepping into the solitary confinement cells to feel for themselves the suffocating, dark isolation behind thick and heavy metal doors.63

The Shah and his queen were remembered, their official portraits in one room overlooking life-size figures applying the tools of torture. And no opportunity was missed to demonstrate a link between this inflicted pain and America: Many of the torturers are unmistakably made up to look like CIA agents, taller and lighter skinned, and dressed like bank executives in New York with white button-up shirts, ties, and even suspenders. They work over wax-figure victims that drip blood from their wounds, sometimes hanging upside down and with backs and torsos burned and lacerated, dirty faces contorted. On one desk is a fake bottle of whisky, a clear sign of “corruption on earth,” coming from the West.

Our tour guide was an everyman former inmate with gray stubble. He stopped beside a portrait of an early SAVAK chief: “Now he is in the U.S. and we haven’t heard of his death yet, unfortunately. He would like hearing the torture and screams of freedom-seeking people.”

The Apollo contraption had a room to itself, where the bucketlike helmet was lowered over the head of the victim, whose wrists were strapped to a chair with bare feet extended. Another American exec look-alike—with stylish tie, his sleeves rolled up for the task—was depicted holding thick cables to whip the feet to a bloody mess.

One inmate, a prominent poet and essayist who spent 102 days in this prison in 1973, wrote that his torture began on the second day:


My beard is pulled out with a pair of surgical scissors. . . . I am given seventy-five blows on the soles of my feet with a plaited wire whip; one of my fingers is broken; I am threatened with the rape of my wife and daughter [if I don’t confess]; then a pistol is held to my head. . . .

I get up but fall down. There is blood all over my feet, and they are already as thick as two heavy mud bricks. The man wields his long wire whips in a circle around my head.

“Get up, you son of a bitch, and stamp your feet on the floor!”64



Supreme Leader Khamenei did time here when he was a mere cleric—one of six times he was imprisoned before the Revolution.65 Here is the mug shot of Khamenei, his prisoner number painted over with the year of his incarceration, 1353 in the Persian calendar, or 1974. It shows a thick, all-black beard and eyes looking through large, slightly askew glasses, straight at the camera with emotionless concentration.

That framed portrait is one of hundreds that hang in four stacked rows down both sides of a long hallway in the jail. As I walked along it, I recognized several regime luminaries. There is former president Rafsanjani (No. 3324) and even Khomeini’s oldest son, Mustafa (No. 359), who was killed—Khomeini claimed by SAVAK—in 1977. The many women in the lineup all have headscarves discreetly airbrushed into place, post-Revolution.

Khamenei’s old solitary confinement cell is three turns off a dark corridor. I step to the narrow door and see, scratched through the blackened paint, words of a verse about “the prison ashamed of the face of the liberated.”

The gift shop sells postcards printed with bleeding and broken bodies, the wax figures from the torture chambers. Among the mementos is a DVD that dramatizes SAVAK crimes as a large CIA symbol moves across the screen.66 The message is clear, to those on my tour, and to the busloads of students and others who were lining up outside for the next time slot: America collaborated in the suffering of Iranians.

In a side room I was surprised to come across two less conservatively dressed ladies who were basiji students. They were just as surprised to find an American here. “Of all places, he had to be from America,” Fatemeh told her friend Tayebeh about me, unimpressed, her eyes drifting elsewhere, unaware that my interpreter would translate every word. “But I really love the people from the U.S.—they are very straightforward,” replied Tayebeh, who wore very un-basiji highlights in her hair and too-short sleeves.

I asked them how these displays, showing acts that took place years before they were born, were relevant to them today. We were alone and out of sight, but then a third, older woman called Somayeh, draped in a full black chador, stepped into the small room. The younger basiji women were not deterred.

“Those people who were [imprisoned] here really loved something, or they wouldn’t have fought for it so hard,” Fatemeh told me, drawing the intended lesson from the “Lesson” museum.

But then the older Somayeh unexpectedly raised doubt about the Islamic regime. “It’s sad our country is getting back to where it was back then,” she said.

Tayebeh agreed: “There could be places like this now; we just don’t know about them.”

There were many places just like that in the Islamic Republic, a number of them secret. Already for a generation, in fact, the regime had distinguished itself with its own flavor of brutality and a death rate—most notably during the “reign of terror” period of 1981–82, and another bout of executions in 1988—that far exceeded that of the Shah era.

“Whereas less than 100 political prisoners had been executed between 1971 and 1979 [the last years of the Shah], more than 7,900 were executed between 1981 and 1985,” records historian Abrahamian. “In the prison literature of the Pahlavi era, the recurring words had been ‘boredom’ and ‘monotony.’ In that of the Islamic Republic, they were ‘fear,’ ‘death,’ ‘terror,’ ‘horror,’ and, most frequent of all, ‘nightmare.’”67

True as that may be, the official narrative of the Ebrat Museum—the one that is widely shared by Iranians—is that the book of torture in Iran was written by the Shah and by SAVAK, with the determined help of America and Israel. Basiji students like Tayebeh and Somayeh, as they look at Iran and its cruelties today, were not likely to miss the irony of these words at the museum entrance: “The governments of oppression never learn from history.”

THAT IRONY WAS ALSO not lost on one of the actual female guards at Evin Prison in mid-2007. Her visit to the Ebrat Museum “clearly shook her,” recalled Iranian-American academic Haleh Esfandiari, who was a prisoner at Evin at the time.68 Esfandiari spoke often with the guard, and relates: “The museum featured pictures of SAVAK’s jailers, interrogators, and torturers. When [the guard] saw the pictures, she told me, she remarked to a friend who was with her, ‘Someday, they will put our pictures in this museum.’”

THE SHAH’S REPUTATION FOR brutality was adding to the storm that would consume America’s closest ally in the Middle East.

Apparently unaware of this dangerous mix, President Jimmy Carter and the first lady chose to celebrate the New Year in Tehran. At a luxurious and televised state banquet, champagne toasts were raised to usher in 1978. The Shah praised Iran’s “unshakeable links” with America, and toasted the “ever-increasing friendship” between Iran and the “great and noble American people.”69

In his turn, Carter described the very close bond he felt with the monarch, and how impressed he was at the result of twenty-five centuries of history. “Iran, because of the great leadership of the Shah, is an island of stability in one of the more troubled areas of the world,” Carter said. Israel had yet to become the best friend and ally of the United States. “We have no other nation on Earth who is closer to us in planning for our mutual military security,” Carter told the Shah. “And there is no leader with whom I have a deeper sense of personal gratitude and personal friendship.”

Less than a year later the Shah would flee in disgrace. The Revolution and the hostage saga would paralyze much of the Carter presidency and contribute to victory for Ronald Reagan in 1980.

“We know [the hostage crisis] was a blow to American pride. But in the end it didn’t change the American way of life . . . the foundation of society was not hurt,” explained Ebrahim Yazdi, a pharmacologist from Texas who became the first foreign minister after the Revolution.70 “But it was different in 1953. [The CIA coup] killed the embryo of democracy in Iran.”

That point was made clearly to Bruce Laingen, the highest-ranking U.S. diplomat taken hostage. After a year, he screamed at one of his captors: “You have no right to do this! This is cruel and inhumane! These people have done nothing! This is a violation of every law of God and man!”71 When Laingen was out of breath, the hostage taker told him in good English: “You have no right to complain, because you took our whole country hostage in 1953.”

“Some Kind of Monsters”

For many Americans, it was the seizure of the U.S. Embassy on November 4, 1979, that still creates suspicion of every Iranian action. Invoked in the collective memory are images of revolutionaries storming the iron gates; of blindfolded Americans on TV, the helpless puppets of an evil, terrorist puppeteer. They are images of weakness, of vulnerability. Of the sapping of a superpower’s strength.

“Why was it all so important to us?” asked Abe Rosenthal of the New York Times: “[B]ecause there was a feeling in this country until the 444th day that it was not just the fifty-two [hostages] but all Americans and, worse still, our very government that had been taken captive and held hostage in that embassy. No amount of reticence, logic, patience, or understanding could assuage that sensation, ever.”72

The embassy takeover was sparked by the American decision less than two weeks earlier to admit the Shah to the United States on “humanitarian” grounds for medical treatment. Militant students in Tehran saw it as the first step in Washington’s plan to destroy the Islamic Republic, to mount another coup like 1953.

“The Americans had been seriously engaged in affairs that were much more than gathering information, even much more than espionage,” Massoumeh Ebtekar told me years later.73 She had been the spokeswoman for the militant students, a college freshman who had spent her youth in America and became known to a rapt U.S. television audience as “Mary.” The documents found at the embassy were taken as proof that the United States aimed to carry out another coup.

“In those days, it was very easy. . . . Regime change was a very simple matter,” Ebtekar recalled. “The students had every reason to think this was a very legitimate action that they had to take [or] the Islamic Revolution would face the fate that many other revolutions had—doomed to be totally undermined and destroyed.”

For this unlikely Iranian schoolgirl from Pennsylvania, the road from Independence Hall to the embassy seizure in Tehran made perfect sense. Speaking to me in American-accented English, Mary/Ebtekar said that Americans should be the first to recognize the Iranian impulse toward justice and freedom, since those ideals were brought into her life in the United States, and later at an American-style school in Tehran.

She eventually became Iran’s first woman vice president. But it was odd to hear this committed revolutionary tell the hostage story with such a familiar accent; if I had closed my eyes, I could have easily imagined the voice of a soccer mom.

The problem was the “contrast between what I saw in Iran, and what I expected to see, and what American policy was in Iran, and what it professed to be, [with] freedom and democracy,” Ebtekar told me, sometimes smiling in a black chador that framed her round face in a perfect oval. “I could feel some contradiction here [with] certain values I was being brought up with in that American school. Such as human dignity . . . individual merits, individual rights.”

The Revolution was her release, she recalled: “The scenes were unbelievable. The power that it created among the people. The fact that you could see people looking out of their windows—and then closing their windows and pouring out onto the streets and coming. Like a message that transforms everyone, and nobody can resist.”

THE STUDENTS WERE IDEALISTIC and naïve, Mary/Ebtekar readily admits, and unaware or uncaring about the personal trauma they were about to inflict—or the mutual U.S.-Iran misperceptions they were about to amplify. Before the seizure, leader Mohsen Mirdamadi revved the students up with a powerful tale of wounded Persian pride. Americans in Iran


had come to expect extra respect, even deference from all Iranians, from shoe-shine boy to Shah. But [Islam] views this as a sin. . . . In our country, American lifestyles had come to be imposed as an ideal, the ultimate goal. Americanism was the model. American popular culture—books, magazines, film—had swept over our country like a flood. This cultural aggression challenged the self-identity of people like us. This was the idol which had taken shape within Iranian society. We found ourselves wondering, “Is there any room for our own culture?”74



Some two hundred students swarmed the gates that Sunday morning in Tehran, breaching the locks and chains with long-handled bolt cutters hidden under black chadors. Convinced of the justice of their cause, relates Mary/Ebtekar in her memoir, they “burst into the inner sanctum of a superpower and humbled it.”75

The takeover did not take long, despite the sprawling size of the twenty-seven-acre compound. A clutch of Americans held out for hours in a secret vault room, furiously shredding documents, destroying codebooks, and smashing communications gear, until students grabbed diplomat John Limbert, put a gun to his head, and threatened to kill him unless those in the vault gave themselves up.76 When that door opened, the students were angry that so many documents had been destroyed. They set upon Charles Jones, the communications officer. “They kicked me in the ribs, stepped on my hands and held a gun to my head. They wanted to know why I was helping Americans. They thought that as a black man I should be on their side,” Jones recalled.77

“Many of them had probably never seen an American before. I think a lot of them were surprised to find out that we didn’t have horns,” recalled Limbert, a political officer who had been a Peace Corps volunteer in Iran in the 1960s, was married to an Iranian, and spoke Farsi.78 “They didn’t know what an American was like, and some probably didn’t even know where America is. They expected us to be some kind of monsters.”

And reeducating those “monsters” was part of the plan. Hostage Bill Belk was reassured as he was led downstairs and shown—a blindfolded trophy—before a roaring crowd and journalists’ cameras. “Don’t be afraid. Don’t be scared,” he was told.79 “We won’t hurt you. We just want to teach you. We will bring you Khomeini’s thoughts. We will teach you about God. We will teach the CIA not to do these terrible things to our country.”

TWO DECADES LATER, I found an unexpected and surreal link to this period. During a visit to some decrepit student offices in an old house taken over after the fall of the Shah, I came across several rows of beat-up gray filing cabinets from the U.S. Embassy, with their security lock handles for classified material still in place, their locks long gone.80 One had a red label, OPEN—just as some embassies today still mark unlocked files. Another was stuck with a six-inch-tall portrait of Khomeini, who had promised “severe defeat” to the original owners of this equipment.

Several of the filing cabinets and high-quality bookshelves even eerily had blue and white tabs still attached, which read: “Tehran American School.” An embassy logbook for an official Fiat car remained in one drawer.

“Don’t write that we took these!” implored one wary student, who was born after the hostage saga. “We inherited them.”

BUT IT WAS A powerful legacy with enduring ramifications. In a stroke, with the embassy takeover and Khomeini’s blessing, the Revolution’s most militant factions solidified their grip, ending a “power struggle to win the support of the masses against liberals like me,” former foreign minister Ebrahim Yazdi told me.81 “They succeeded in pushing aside moderate elements and concentrated power in their hands. And after the [embassy seizure], the policy of suppression and policy of elimination [of opponents] began.”

The students were bolstered by continuing large rallies outside the walls. The phones in the embassy—answered by the students with the words “Den of Spies”—constantly rang with Iranians giving encouragement and support.82 The students set to work cataloging thousands of secret documents they found in those filing cabinets, and painstakingly piecing together the thin strips that had emerged from the shredders in the vault. It all added up to irrefutable proof, they claimed, of a diabolical degree of spy work. The documents were originally published in eighty-five volumes, by one count, and used to confirm fears that America was determined to unravel the Revolution.83

Most of the material was run-of-the-mill. For example, the sixty-third volume of the Documents from the U.S. Espionage Den—which has the enticing title “U.S. Interventions in Iran,” part twelve—included such mundane events as a visit by the American chargé to the agriculture minister and a discussion of French business affairs in Iran.84

This volume has few secrets, except for the U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) “Intelligence Appraisal” from August 1978, which showed how out of touch Washington’s spies really were.85 The confidential report did tabulate several attacks on official U.S. facilities that “seem to indicate an increasing anti-U.S. tone.” Five months before the Shah fled, however, the DIA concluded: “There is no threat to the stability of the Shah’s rule, but continuing tests between the government and the opposition are in sight.”

And the CIA had been busy. The documents proved that even the first post-Revolution president, Abolhassan Banisadr, was meeting a top CIA agent disguised as a businessman and had agreed to accept a thousand-dollar monthly allowance.86 They also showed that hostage William Daugherty was one of several CIA agents, a fact he admitted to stunned interrogators. “You’re an enemy of our country,” the Iranians charged, according to Mark Bowden’s detailed reconstruction of the crisis, Guests of the Ayatollah.87

Enraged, Daugherty shot back: “You guys don’t know jack shit about the world. This is going to be terrible for your country in the long run.” He had never been more angry in his life, and let go his cursing fusillade. “You think you’re civilized because you had civilization here three thousand years ago! Well, there’s no fucking trace of it anymore. You guys are nothing but animals!”

THE ENTIRE EVENT WAS a “miscalculation” only meant to last a few days, not one and a half years, Abbas Abdi, one of the students who orchestrated the embassy takeover and carried the megaphone that morning to give the command to start, told me years later.88 I sought him out because over time he had rejected—like many of the militant students—the hard-line worldview and had turned into an important reformist. “We were not thinking of the aftermath. I can’t regret a mistake. At that time, we thought we were doing something good,” Abdi recalled. Since then, “Everything has changed. Change in the world, our regime has changed; my level of education and understanding has changed. . . . I am older and wiser.”

Eventually, in 2002, this key hostage taker was arrested and jailed—ironically—over a poll secretly commissioned by Iran’s parliament that quantified the shocking scale of pro-American views in Iran. In Iran there may be disgust over hypocritical U.S. government policies in the Middle East, of Washington’s talk of democracy while kissing monarchs and dictator allies, of preaching about human rights while being responsible for abuses at Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo, of imperial attitudes that are the inevitable marks of a sole superpower.

But in Iran there was still widespread admiration for America.

The secret poll found that 74.4 percent of Iranians supported dialogue with the United States.89 And it found that 45.8 percent believed that Washington’s policy toward Iran was “to some extent correct”—just months after President George W. Bush designated Iran part of his Axis of Evil.

But truth is a dangerous commodity in the Islamic Republic. Though the “facts” were established by three separate polling institutes—and the survey was requested by the government itself—the result was treason.

Wearing a prison uniform in a Tehran courtroom in late 2002, Abdi was accused of falsifying the results, of selling data to the U.S. polling company Gallup—which the court claimed was linked to the CIA—and of meeting a British “intelligence agent.”90 Among the charges was “acting against the Islamic Republic,” thanks to a meeting in Paris with former hostage and U.S. diplomat Barry Rosen in 1997. The hard-line newspaper Kayhan crowed that authorities had “unearthed the ultimate base of American espionage, and the operations center for a fifth column.”91

Abdi spent years in prison for canvassing the opinions of ordinary Iranians. From jail he wrote an open letter cataloging the injustices and “lies” of his interrogation and trial.92 He begged: “At least try to return one shred of my rights to me. . . .” But Abdi had given up. Iran’s cherished Islamic system, known as the nezam, was no longer worth his breath to criticize, he said, because it could never improve: “There’s no attachment left in me to the nezam . . . for which I have strived for nearly three decades.”

The Chemical Weapons Connivance

All the U.S. hostages were released alive and unhurt, Iranians like to point out. But to many Iranians, the list of American aggressions against Iran would grow longer. Iranians do not let go of the Iran-Iraq War, and America’s decisive support of Saddam’s war machine after it invaded Iran in 1980.

It was Iraq’s increasingly effective use of chemical weapons that raised Iran’s death toll, using American satellite imagery that pinpointed Iranian troop locations. That deadly arsenal was made with ingredients supplied by American and European companies, its use given a green light from Washington that all methods were acceptable in the fight against Khomeini. In Iraq’s foolhardy war, it was the United States that did much to expand Iran’s legions of martyrs. Iranian survivors often told me they had felt the difference on the battlefield, in blood spilled and lungs poisoned.

Many details of the U.S. role were not revealed until years later. “At times, thanks to the White House’s secret backing for the intelligence-sharing, U.S. intelligence officers were actually sent to Baghdad to help interpret the satellite information,” notes author Alan Friedman in one of the most detailed accounts.93 As Washington increased its role, the United States “built an extensive high-tech annex in Baghdad to provide a direct down-link receiver” for the satellite imagery.

The CIA used Jordan’s King Hussein—who had already been on the Agency’s payroll for twenty years by 1977, when that fact was made public94—to hand-carry the first set of U.S. satellite images to Saddam in 1982. When Iraq began taking serious losses in the mid-1980s, Washington dramatically expanded its help.

Concerned in 1986 that Iraqi forces were not effectively using the satellite imagery, for example, the U.S. government conveyed a message to the Iraqi leader, via Egypt’s President Hosni Mubarak, to step up air strikes. Such Iraqi attacks suddenly intensified, but with an unintended result, writes Friedman: “Saddam gained in the short run, but his escalation triggered an Iranian response that led both sides to target civilian centers over the next two years, contributing mightily to the resulting bloodbath.”95

And that was not all. By 1987 the CIA was every week flying a planeload of weapons into Baghdad.96 It also flew spy planes and helicopters over Iranian bases, and eventually “engaged in secret bombing runs,” in one case destroying a warehouse full of mines. Delta Force helicopters stationed on barges afloat in the Persian Gulf engaged a number of Iranian vessels, in one case killing three Iranian soldiers.

U.S. personnel engaging in these “black missions . . . weren’t confused about what they were doing,” said Lieutenant Colonel Roger Charles, a Defense Department staffer who later investigated Persian Gulf secret operations, according to Friedman.97 “They said they were at war, that their daily actions included combat activities against Iran.”

IRANIANS ARE STILL DEALING with the physical consequences decades later. Iraq’s heavy use of gas climaxed in April 1988 with a massive chemical bombardment of the Fao Peninsula, Iraq’s only port and its access to the Persian Gulf.98 Iraq threatened to target Iranian cities with gas if Iran did not end the war. According to one CIA report, they were the decisive moves: “Iran’s defenses soon collapsed everywhere. Chemical weapons ended the war. . . .”99

Khomeini finally gave in. The human toll had been unprecedented in modern conflict, with one million dead and wounded in a war that hadn’t even changed the border, just soaked it in blood. Iran had lost up to 60 percent of its military hardware100 and was running short of zealous new recruits.101 Khomeini lamented that he himself “would have preferred death and martyrdom” to capitulation, but that the interests of Islam took precedence. He had “no choice” but to “give in to what God wants us to do,” Khomeini declared. It was a bitter decision, “but I drink this chalice of poison for the Almighty and for His satisfaction.”102

While Khomeini’s “poison” may have been figurative talk about failing to defeat the infidel Saddam Hussein, for tens of thousands of Iranian foot soldiers, drinking Iraqi poison had been a reality. The continuing agonies of veterans like Colonel Mohammad Akbari are trumpeted in Iran’s media, so that Iranians know which enemy—America and the West—they should blame for creating, among their countrymen, the world’s largest group of chemical weapons victims.

Colonel Akbari was on one of the most gruesome front lines of the war during the Val Fajr 8 offensive, in which Iran captured the Fao Peninsula in early 1986. Gas was so prevalent that the hirsute soldier had shaved his thick black beard to get his mask to fit better. The Iraqi shelling never seemed to stop. Date palms were smashed. Muddy trenches were death traps. And the Revolutionary Guard officer had to wear a special protective suit around the clock, despite temperatures of 120 degrees with stifling humidity.

“The whole area was contaminated; there was always the smell of rotten fish. This time it was much stronger,” the officer told me in late 2002.103 He was weak, a gray remnant of the strapping and stern-faced specimen shown in his wartime military portrait. Akbari was exposed one night as he walked toward an artillery battery in the dark, and the Iraqi mustard shells found their mark.

“With chemical weapons, you hear nothing,” Akbari explained, his words cutting through with a raspy cough. He turned the knob of an oxygen tank next to his couch at home and slipped on a respirator. “I hurried to take my mask, but I realized it was too late.” Akbari began vomiting blood. Despite wearing gloves his hands broke out in blisters. Seventeen years later, to cope with what his medical report simply called “severe chronic bronchitis,” Akbari had to keep inhalers in his pocket and a humidifier in the room—its steaming presence not far from the clock with the Khamenei picture. He was officially 74 percent wounded, enough to earn the title “living martyr.”

Akbari’s son, born years after the war, was diagnosed with a nervous disorder attributed to the gas. And Akbari’s younger brother, exposed on another front line, had died in 2001. “Nothing is left of me,” Akbari pointed out, pulling at his slack pant legs. “I can’t laugh or cry. If I get angry, I cough blood.”

The Iraqi counterattack was the most sustained of the war up to that point, with chemicals dropped to saturation by thirty-two Iraqi aircraft. “At first we had 2,500 cases but because the mustard gas hung in the palm trees, it went up to 8,500 in a couple of days,” a military doctor witness told analyst Joost Hiltermann in the definitive account of Iraqi gas use, A Poisonous Affair. “We couldn’t decontaminate the area. . . . We kept praying for a rain. . . .”104

UN weapons inspectors in the 1990s were amazed to discover the “enormous scope both in terms of scale and breadth” of Iraq’s chemical warfare program.105 Baghdad’s “final” declaration in 1997 stated that during the Iran-Iraq War the military had consumed 2,870 tons of chemical agents, most of it in the form of 101,080 munitions. In 1984, an Iraqi general had warned Iranians that “for every harmful insect there is an insecticide capable of annihilating it whatever their number and that Iraq possesses this annihilation insecticide.”106

On the Iranian side of the front line, the grim human results were mind-boggling. More than one million Iranians were exposed to chemical weapons, and 7,000 died immediately, Iranian officials say.107 At least 100,000 were “severely injured” by nerve agents like sarin and soman, and blistering agents like mustard gas. Of those, 55,000 are registered and still receive treatment for chemical-related illness, more than two decades after the war.

What makes Iran unique is that detailed medical records often date from the first battlefield exposure and treatment, creating an unmatched resource on chemical effects. Experts from the Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons, based at The Hague, responsible for ensuring adherence to the UN-brokered 1997 Chemical Weapons Convention, have held numerous clinical courses in Iran and told me the country “provides a body of experience that really doesn’t exist anywhere else.”108

CIA reports note that Iraq’s chemical attacks prompted Iran to consider its own chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons options.109 But while several such American reports also allege that Iran used chemical weapons, in a very limited way—sometimes in a clear effort to lend moral equivalency to the chemical crimes of pseudo-ally Iraq—no convincing information has been found that Iran did so.110

Iran’s chemical survivors blame the U.S. government as much as Saddam Hussein for their suffering. In Akbari’s living room, a portrait of Iran’s two supreme leaders—Khomeini and Khamenei—sits atop a large silver Samsung TV, a gift from a veterans foundation. “All the chemical-wounded accuse the U.S., because without them, Iraq couldn’t have made chemical weapons. It was very clear to us, that they were giving this intelligence to the Iraqis. We really blame the U.S. for everything,” Akbari told me.

But he had other words, too, which through his coughing he insisted I use. They provided hope for reconciliation. “I have no problem with the American people, only autocratic leaders,” Akbari said. “I ask you to write this last sentence, because I want Americans to know we are friends with them, not enemies, even though we are chemically wounded.”

COULD SUCH RESIDUAL GOODWILL be a foundation to rebuild the U.S.-Iran relationship? Perhaps, if chemical warfare were the only issue. But there are many other layers of antagonism. Concurrent with the Iran-Iraq War in the mid-1980s, for example, another drama was playing itself out that would further widen the U.S.-Iran divide. For despite the close American support for Iraq, Washington was also secretly shipping some weapons to Iran, in arms-for-hostages deals that aimed to secure the release—through Tehran’s good offices, if they existed—of Americans kidnapped by Shiite militants in Lebanon.

The revelations of the Iran-Contra affair were explosive for all sides, when they finally became public, exemplified on the U.S. side by the rule-bending Colonel Oliver North, who testified that he was simply doing his patriotic duty. Among the most embarrassed was President Ronald Reagan, who as president-elect in 1980—during the final stages of negotiations for the release of American diplomats held hostage in Tehran—had declared: “I don’t think you pay ransom for people that have been kidnapped by barbarians.”111

President Reagan pledged repeatedly that America would never bargain with “terrorists,” and claimed at first that the United States had never traded “weapons or anything else for hostages.”112 The investigation by the Tower Commission had found, however, that under Reagan’s watch, the Iran initiative “ran directly counter to the Administration’s own policies on terrorism, the Iran/Iraq War and military support to Iran,” such that “U.S. policy . . . worked against itself.”113

It also rebounded on Iran, where top officials found it hard to submit to the Iranian populace—otherwise completely steeped in absolutist ideology about sacred war and “epic” exploits of pure martyrs at the front—that the regime was engaged in secret deals with two of its biggest enemies, the Great Satan and “Zionist occupiers.”

Never mind the Islamic Revolution’s visceral hatred of America. Never mind how Khomeini’s venom spat at the Israeli “cancer.” Despite the public war of words, the Jewish state had been wheeling and dealing with its mortal enemy the Islamic Republic for years, privately viewing Iran as a strategic counterweight to its Arab enemies. U.S. intelligence reports from mid-1982 noted one $50 million deal between Israel and Iran for materiel.114

This pragmatism—some would call it hypocrisy—was catching. The Israelis and their middlemen were instrumental in convincing key players of the Iran-Contra affair to secretly pursue arms-for-hostages swaps.115 So deals were pursued, but with limited results and unlimited political fallout. Negotiations always seemed rich with promise, but were only partially fulfilled, if at all. The United States even gave Tehran satellite imagery of the Iraqi war front, at the same time higher-quality American intelligence was already being secretly provided to Iraq, about Iran’s side of the border.116

What did arms-for-hostages achieve? In total, in the space of a year to November 1986, Iran had acquired 1,500 TOW missiles and thirteen pallets of HAWK missile spare parts from the Americans via Israel. In return, Washington received the release of two American captives in Lebanon. In the initial deal, with the United States in only a supporting role, Israel had sold 508 TOW missiles to Iran and reaped a single hostage from Lebanon.

“The lesson to Iran was unmistakable,” the final congressional investigating report found.117 “All U.S. positions and principles were negotiable, and breaches by Iran went unpunished. Whatever Iran did, the U.S. could be brought back to the arms bargaining table by the promise of another hostage.”

Further shock for the White House came from Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, who revealed a Bible signed by Reagan in October 1986, with the handwritten inscription from Galatians: “All nations shall be blessed in you.” And to top it all, the whole covert project backfired. In the months after the deals became public, more Americans and Westerners were kidnapped in Lebanon—all of them seen as effective future bargaining chips after the arms-for-hostages saga proved their worth.

FURTHER ANTAGONISMS FOLLOWED. ONE more act looms from history as an unforgivable crime in the minds of Iranians, but left no trace on Americans. IranAir Flight 655 was making its way across the hazy Persian Gulf on a scheduled flight to Dubai on July 3, 1988, when it was shot down by the U.S. Navy’s most sophisticated warship, a billion-dollar Aegis cruiser called the USS Vincennes. Iranian TV showed heart-wrenching images of bodies and debris floating in the water, and sobbing families of the victims. The Islamic Republic accused the United States of a “barbaric massacre,” adding these 290 “martyrs” to the long list of grievances that stoked U.S.-Iran hostility.

An official Pentagon investigation, known as the Fogarty Report, found that the ship mistook the airliner for an attacking Iranian jet. But an in-depth examination by Newsweek found that report to be a “pastiche of omission, half-truths, and outright deceptions” that amounted to a “cover-up approved at the top.”118 The incident was a “fiasco,” Newsweek said, causing the “U.S. Navy [to do] what all navies do after terrible blunders at sea: it told lies and handed out medals.”

The central question was how the navy’s most sophisticated and expensive surface warship, “designed to track and shoot down as many as two hundred incoming [aircraft and] missiles at once, had blown apart an innocent civilian airliner in its first time in combat.” Newsweek also found that the Vincennes was in Iranian territorial waters at the time, in clear violation of international law—and contrary to the version of events spun to Congress by the U.S. Navy with altered maps.

Inexperience took over the Vincennes, such that when the order to fire was given, “the young lieutenant was so undone, that he pressed the wrong keys on his console twenty-three times,” Newsweek reported. Four years after the event, “a number of the seamen and officers aboard the Vincennes that morning . . . are still in therapy today, wrestling with guilt.”

The aftermath remains incomprehensible to Iranians. The United States eventually paid compensation but never apologized for the incident. The ship’s air-warfare chief won the navy’s Commendation Medal for “heroic achievement,” for maintaining his “poise and confidence under fire.” All crew received combat action ribbons.

The Airbus shootdown “still resonates [in Iran] because it reaffirms the narrative that is already there: the Americans are hypocrites who talk about justice, but when it comes to wars and other people’s interests, they always work to undermine it,” Iran analyst Farideh Farhi told me.119

The United States has “historically proven its intent to weaken” Iran, said Farhi. So despite the fact that Iranians themselves are pro-American, “even among the Iranian population, you can sense a tremendous distrust of U.S. intentions.” The lesson for Iran has been clear: “You can’t deal with the U.S. from a position of weakness. The only way the U.S. will come around to treat you with respect is from a position of power.”

In Need of Enemies

To gain that position, while the United States has projected military power throughout Iran’s neighborhood for three decades, the Islamic Republic adopted a strategy of asymmetric warfare. Iran still has a large manpower advantage over all its neighbors. But except for two minor exceptions, Iran’s military expenditures have since 1989 been less—often far less—as a percentage of gross national product than every other Persian Gulf state, a figure that in 2007 stood at just 2.6 percent.120

That fact never tempered Iran’s defiant rhetoric. In 1997, when there were just 20,000 American troops in the region—a fraction of the 150,000 that would be in Iraq a decade later—Revolutionary Guard commander Major General Mohsen Rezaei declared: “Let me send a clear message to the Americans: the Persian Gulf is our region; they have to leave our region. Iran will never start any war, but if Americans one day decide to attack us, then they would have committed suicide. We will turn the region into a slaughterhouse for them. There is no greater place than the Persian Gulf to destroy America’s might.”121

Yet the numbers didn’t add up to real danger. In the decade that followed the general’s statement, military spending by other Gulf countries was 7.5 times that of Iran. Iran struggled to maintain the remnants of the Shah’s arsenal, and sanctions meant new purchases came only from Russia, China, and the former Eastern Bloc. Gulf nations from 1992 to 2006 spent 15.6 times more on new arms deals than Iran. In 2007, when Iran’s military spending hit a twenty-eight-year high of $7.3 billion, its chief adversary, the United States—which alone accounted for a whopping 48 percent of all global military spending—was burning through the equivalent of Iran’s peak annual defense budget every two and a half weeks, just in Iraq.122

The inevitable disparity was “all too clear in the current military balance,” noted veteran analysts Anthony Cordesman and Adam Seitz in late 2008.123 And while Iran had made some progress, its efforts “still do not offset the decay of its aging inventory of conventional weapons, or the wear of wartime operations and constant exercises. Iran is not an emerging hegemon. It is falling behind.”

Evident for many years, that reality led to Iran’s marginal treatment in a secret Pentagon document called “Defense Strategy for the 1990s,” which was leaked to the New York Times.124 The February 1992 draft document was a blueprint for the neoconservative worldview at the end of the Cold War. Created by the office of then secretary of defense Dick Cheney, it said the Pentagon’s “first objective is to prevent the re-emergence of a new rival” anywhere in the world. In the Middle East, the aim was to “remain the predominant outside power” and preserve access to oil.

And yet, in all the American reprioritizing of post–Cold War threats, one name hardly features: Iran. The declassified version of Cheney’s controversial report barely mentions the Islamic Republic.125 It simply notes, without alarm, how “we must recognize that regional dynamics can change and a rejuvenated Iraq or a rearmed Iran could move in this decade to dominate the Gulf.” But even that prospect gets no mention in a string of seven “detailed scenarios” of potential conflicts (leaked once again to the Times) that were produced by the Pentagon in early 1992, to plan for the decade ahead.126

Among those seven, Iraq played a leading role by hypothetically seizing control of oil fields in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait in a lightning strike. There was a 300,000-strong ground attack from North Korea on South Korea, Russia attacking Lithuania and Poland, a coup in the Philippines, and even “a ‘narco-terrorist’ plot” in Panama that “threatens access to the Panama Canal, requiring both a Marine amphibious invasion and an airborne assault.”

Iran, as a chaotic revolutionary regime still exhausted by the blood drain of its war with Iraq, just didn’t rank in the constellation of American threats.

THAT OMISSION WOULD NOT last long.

In the early 1990s Iran was a forgotten villain until a small, ever-embattled American ally in the Middle East decided it needed to wake up Washington to the real threat. Anxious that its own strategic utility as a “bulwark” against Soviet-allied Arab states was losing its shine after the Cold War, Israel launched a campaign in 1992 to convince the United States that a new and more dangerous threat had emerged from Iran and the Islamic extremism that the Revolution inspired.

“The fear [in Israel] was that Washington’s continued focus on Iraq would disturb the regional balance and enable Iran to emerge as a political—and military—threat to Israel,” writes Trita Parsi in Treacherous Alliance.127

The new policy was an about-face for the Jewish state, which had had close ties with the Shah and had long considered Persian Iran as a strategic wedge against more hostile Arab nations. For years after the Islamic Revolution, Iran and Israel secretly maintained contact. And though sworn enemies today, pragmatism and good taste can still prevail: Israelis knowingly gobble up Iranian pistachios—the largest and best-flavored in the world, raised to perfection in orchards that line the hard, sunbaked desert of south-central Iran—that are channeled through Turkey and are marked as produce from there.128

But even as the Pentagon was putting the finishing touches to the rewrite of its “one superpower” strategy—with barely passing reference to Iran—Israel made sure president-elect Bill Clinton got the message of looming danger just days after his 1992 election victory.

“Iran has to be identified as Enemy No. 1,” Joseph Alpher, a former official in Israel’s Mossad intelligence agency, told the New York Times.129 The newspaper noted that Israel’s “catalogue of perceived danger [was] growing fairly long,” and that it was Iran’s nuclear program—which was still back then in a most nebulous stage—that “really gives Israel the jitters.” Israel’s own nuclear arsenal, believed since the mid-1980s to number roughly two hundred warheads, was explained by the Times “as their equalizer in a hostile zone,” a balance that would be “lost” if other nations went nuclear.

The news report also reflected the skepticism both in Washington and for many in Tel Aviv, noting that “why the Israelis waited until fairly recently to sound a strong alarm about Iran is a perplexity.”

But no doubt afflicted Israel’s Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin or Foreign Minister Shimon Peres, who, while both moderate by Israeli political standards, spearheaded the campaign to turn Iran into a diabolical threat to world peace—and persuade Washington to act accordingly.

“Our struggle against murderous Islamic terror is meant to awaken the world, which is lying in slumber,” Rabin told the Knesset in late 1992.130 “We call on all nations and all people to devote their attention to the great danger inherent in Islamic fundamentalism. That is the real and serious danger which threatens the peace of the world in forthcoming years. The danger of death is at our doorstep.” Fueled by high-octane Israeli rhetoric, the campaign soared into the American strategic consciousness. Rabin said Iran was on a “megalomaniacal” quest to build a “Middle East empire.”131

Iran certainly did question the right of what it called the “Zionist entity” to exist, and Israel argued “that rhetoric reflected intentions,” writes analyst Parsi.132 Israel Shahak, a prominent Israeli academic, noted in 1993 that the strategy was to “push the U.S. and other Western powers into a confrontation with Iran.” David Makovsky, a U.S.-based Israel analyst, noted that Rabin repeated his “Khomeinism without Khomeini” mantra in “every single speech he gave when he traveled. I think he said it a thousand times. He was really focused on Khomeinism.”133

It wasn’t long before the message caught on, though the Washington Post noted that the “new rationale” for Israel to warrant greater U.S. military cooperation—by serving as a bulwark against Islamic extremism or Iran’s regional ambitions—“is a controversial idea that has not been fully accepted here.”134

Despite the Israeli efforts, the “skepticism that met their accusation was rooted in a rather simple fact—no one believed that Iran overnight had turned into a major threat to the region,” notes analyst Parsi, especially after Iran’s heavy losses in the Iran-Iraq War.135 “Even lobbyists supporting Israel recognized that ‘not much’ had changed with Iran during the five short years when Rabin went from calling Tehran a geo-strategic friend to his warnings of the Persian menace.”

IRANIANS RECOGNIZED THE DYNAMIC of a nation searching for, indeed needing, an enemy. Using the name of the ideological hard-line thugs in Iran that enforce regime diktat, analyst Saeed Laylaz told me how useful such an “enemy” can be.136 “There are three hezbollahi regimes: Tehran, Tel Aviv, and Washington,” the government critic said. “They are apparently against each other, but they love each other. They need each other. We need a foreign enemy to control the country.”

The same was true in the Jewish state, an Israeli expert told Parsi: “You have to recognize that we Israelis need an existential threat. It is part of the way we view the world. If we can find more than one, that would be preferable, but we will settle for one.”137

That compulsion was magnified on all three sides during the Bush era, when both Iran and the United States were ruled by uncompromising leaders. “Mr. Bush needs Khamenei, and Khamenei needs Bush,” the reformist cleric Mohsen Kadivar told me in 2005.138 “Both need energy, and Iran is a very good energy for the U.S. In foreign policy, both need an enemy.”

Yet the Islamic Republic could also be a tactically useful partner, if not yet a strategic friend. After the World Trade Center and Pentagon attacks on September 11, 2001, for example, the United States requested help and Iran’s diplomats and Revolutionary Guard quietly provided extensive intelligence and political assistance to the U.S. military and CIA, to improve targeting the Taliban and Al Qaeda in Afghanistan.139

Once the Taliban was ousted in late 2001, Iran again proved crucial to getting the victorious Northern Alliance to accept a limited number of cabinet posts and Hamid Karzai as the new president—a critical step toward immediately stabilizing post-Taliban Afghanistan.140 Iranian diplomats made clear their interest in expanding contacts with the United States. One analyst told me of a “minor love-fest going on” between the Iranians and Americans, as diplomats were meeting secretly and not so secretly to discuss Afghanistan and other issues.141

It was a unique moment after 9/11, explained Hadi Semati, a political scientist at Tehran University: “For the first time the U.S. was humanized; the world saw those as human losses. People saw the U.S. not through the eyes of Hollywood, and the U.S. missed that opportunity and went with a jingoistic, arrogant policy. There was nothing but post–Sept. 11 vengeance and paranoia [from Washington], so no one in the region could see what the U.S. is about. . . . It really plays into conservative hands, and not just in Iran.”142

Any remaining chance of reconciliation evaporated in early 2002, when George W. Bush declared Iran part of his Axis of Evil. Iranian officials considered it a slap in the face, and it had grave consequences for President Khatami and his beleaguered reform movement. The U.S. denunciation became ammunition for hard-liners, who used it as final proof of American mendacity—and of reformist naïveté.

FEAR IN TEHRAN REACHED a peak shortly after the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003, yielding perhaps the best opportunity for détente since 1979. The political noise in Washington was about regime change—fueled by vociferous declarations from American neoconservatives and from Israel—which gave Iran every reason to fear. On the ground, taxi drivers in Tehran wondered aloud about quickly learning English because “the Americans are coming!”

So when Iran sent a secret two-page fax to Washington in May 2003, offering dialogue “in mutual respect” on all contested issues, it fell on deaf ears.143 Iran’s entire Islamic system, the nezam, was clearly alarmed by the real-world demonstration of American troops dismembering in the space of three weeks an Iraqi army that—at least in its prime, and with Western support—Iran had only fought to standstill after eight years.

The Iranian offer outlined a grand bargain: Iran would agree not to pursue nuclear weapons and would open its nuclear program to “full transparency.” It would cut support for Palestinian “opposition” groups Hamas and Islamic Jihad, and would “pressure [them] to stop violence” against Israeli civilians. Iran would act to disarm Hezbollah and turn it into a “mere political organization.” It would not oppose a two-state solution to the Israel-Palestinian conflict.

The United States in turn would end sanctions and “hostile behavior” and recognize Iran’s “legitimate security interests.” It would permit peaceful nuclear technology, under strict safeguards. And it would provide “decisive action” against anti-Iran militants of the Mojahedin-e Khalq based in Iraq. Short of the self-destruction of the Islamic Republic, this offer was everything the United States had demanded for years.

Most importantly, it appeared to have the tacit approval of Supreme Leader Khamenei, a point made in a cover letter by Swiss ambassador Tim Guldimann. It explained the provenance of the proposal and how Sadegh Kharazi—Iran’s ambassador to Paris at the time, whose sister is married to one of the Leader’s sons—had discussed the language and all key points with Khamenei, President Khatami, and the foreign minister.

“There is no country that has more common interests with America than Iran,” former ambassador Kharazi told me later.144 “We still have our [anti-U.S.] revolutionary slogans, but we are not looking for confrontation,” he said. “We don’t want to be in love with America. [What] is important for us is coexistence with each other, an armistice for the future.” In Iranian politics “nothing is impossible,” Kharazi added, but the U.S. path must lead directly to Khamenei: “Foreign policy is under [his] direct supervision . . . the Leader is the one who can decide. America should do it carefully.”

But the White House of 2003 was emboldened by the swift collapse of Saddam Hussein and on a regime-change roll. In “Mission Accomplished” mode, it ignored the offer.

We will never know how the outcome could have been different, or how far Iran was willing to go to reengage with America—in a moment of existential fear—because the offer was rejected before it could ever be explored. Iran’s proposal had been presented to President Bush. While key figures spoke in favor, according to one rendition of the event, “Cheney and [Secretary of Defense Donald] Rumsfeld quickly put the matter to an end. Their argument was simple but devastating. ‘We don’t speak to evil,’ they said.”145

For years, that had been Iran’s exact position, too.

DESPITE ALL ITS REVOLUTIONARY fire, the foreign policy of the Islamic Republic—especially since the mid-1990s—had aimed pragmatically at regime survival above all else. It came down to expediency, the cardinal tenet of maslahat in Iran’s Shiite and Khomeinist worldview that allowed compromise on ideological “truths” if the alternative would threaten the Islamic system.

An expedient act was Khomeini’s decision in 1988 to make peace with Iraq and drink from the “poison chalice,” after failing to defeat Saddam Hussein. So was Iran’s decision to secretly engage public enemies Israel and the United States to acquire American missiles in the early 1980s, when the Islamic regime had few other sources of weapons to counter Iraq.

Is official hatred of America any different? Is it any more sacred? Is a complete reversal possible of Iran’s anti-American mind-set, given the right incentives?

“Khomeini laid the foundation that two plus two equals five,” explained a veteran Iranian observer in Tehran, whom I’ve known for years and shall from here on call the Sage.146 It was a phrase borrowed from George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-four. Changing reality this way was what Orwell called doublethink, and the Islamic Republic modernized and applied it.147 The Sage explained: “Khamenei spoke in the 1980s and said, ‘We don’t mean absolute.’ Khomeini said: ‘Shut up. When we say absolute, we mean it.’ But expediency means to save the Islamic system, if we have to drop prayer, or the Haj [pilgrimage to Mecca], we can do it.”148

The Sage told me a joke that illustrated how anything in the Shiite world could be justified: “Every night when a mullah got back home from work, after dinner his wife would bring him his medicine. One night the wife was sick. The son asked: ‘Daddy, do you want your arak [distilled alcoholic spirit]?’ The mullah replied: ‘Don’t name it, just bring it!’ That’s everywhere.”

AS AMERICAN MILITARY FORCES became bogged down in Iraq and then Afghanistan in the years that followed, the leadership in Iran began to recalibrate, correctly calculating that a U.S. regime-change attack was less likely. I watched their harsh and sniping words toward Washington grow increasingly triumphant, as if Iran’s exquisite geostrategic chess had somehow brought on terminal American decline.

The hard-line President Ahmadinejad said in a June 2008 speech:
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NO OTHER COUNTRY SO DOMINATES THE HEADLINES: Iran
is portrayed as a nuclear threat, a terrorist nation, a charter
member of the Axis of Evil bent on the destruction of
Israel. But behind those headlines—and the fierce rhetoric
of Iran’s most hard-line leaders—is a proud nation with a
2,500-year history of Persian poetry, art, and passion.

Based on more than thirty extended reporting trips
o Iran, including the turbulent aftermath of the dis-
puted June 2009 election, Scott Peterson’s portrait is
the definitive guide to this enigmatic nation, from the
roots of its incendiary internal scruggles o the rise and
slide of Iran’s earthshaking 1979 Islamic Revolution.

This prize-winning American journalist with unparal-
leled experience in Iran takes us there, inside a country
where an educated and young population is restlessly eager
o takeits place in the world; where martyrs of the “sacred”
Iran-Iraq War are still mourned with tears of devotion;
where the cultural and religious forces of light and dark-
ness are locked in battle. Peterson brings stunningly alive
the diversity within Iran—from the hard-liners who shout
“Death to America” to the majority who comprise the
most pro-American population in the Middle East.

Let the Swords Encircle Me gives voice to Iranians them-
selves—the clerics and the reformers, the filmmakers and
the journalists, the True Believers and their Westernized
and profane brethren—to understand the complexities
of Iran today. Through dedicated and in-depth report-
ing, Peterson shows how every word, image, and
sensibility in Iran is often deliciously unexpected and
counterintuitive. Ideology matters. So does “resistance.”
And azadi: freedom.

Peterson deftly holds a mirror up to both sides of the
U.S.-Iran conflict. Americans and Iranians, he writes, share
abelief in their own exceptionalism and “manifest destiny”
(which for Iran includes its nuclear ambitions) and frequent
need of an “enemy” in political discourse. The same
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